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This thesis explores the hidden narratives of women students at the University of Johannesburg 
(UJ) and incorporates the voices of activists and scholars who advocate against sexual 
harassment, assault, and gender-based violence (GBV) across university campuses and in the 
country. Drawing on theories of intersectionality, power, and African feminism, and employing 
a discursive analytical approach, the thesis explores how the women students subjectively 
narrate their incidents of sexual harassment and the meanings they attach towards their 
experiences. Qualitative methods were used to explore sexual harassment and hidden 
narratives, relying on empirical evidence to draw out themes of analysis. Although few 
interviews were conducted due to the sensitive nature of the topic and the lockdown imposed 
by the outbreak of Covid-19, I complemented women students’ voices with data collected from 
a series of webinars convened on sexual harassment and GBV in higher education. Scholars 
and academics used the webinars as platforms to share ongoing research that continues to 
expose and address the scourge of sexual harassment and GBV in higher education and South 
Africa at large. Data analysis in this study revealed that South Africa’s history of colonialism, 
internalisation of historical patriarchal norms, culture and toxic masculinities, amongst other 
factors, influence women students’ susceptibility to sexual harassment, which is transferred 
from society and reproduced in universities. The women students discursively narrated their 
experiences of sexual harassment and how the patriarchal norms enforced through socialisation 
at home and in society influenced their reporting or silence about the incidents, and the meaning 
they attached to those experiences. Despite a variety of institutional policy interventions put in 
place to challenge and eliminate toxic masculinities that cause GBV, the narratives illuminate 
that women students doubt these interventions. The doubt emanates from the complex 
dynamics of intersecting factors such as gendered patriarchal power, gender inequalities and 
toxic masculinities that are played out as women students constantly negotiate pockets of 
vulnerability on campus. This study concludes that the manifestation of incidents of 
vulnerability in the context of ongoing tireless interventions aiming to address sexual 
harassment on campuses is an indication that scholars, activists and academics have a long way 
to go in bringing a specific focus on issues of sexual harassment and GBV to universities and 
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Chapter 1. Introduction and Background to the Study 
 
1.1. The Scourge of Sexual Harassment on University Campuses 
Globally, sexual harassment persists in university campuses, and issues related to it have made 
media headlines between 2013 and 2018 (Ngabaza, Shefer and Clowes, 2018). When one 
considers sexual harassment in the university space, it is inevitable to think about it in terms of 
female students being sexually harassed by their male counterparts or lecturers, and this has 
been associated with male dominance over women in society in general (Bashongo and 
Khuzwayo, 2017). According to Bashongo and Khuzwayo (2017) and Buiten and Naidoo 
(2006), sexual harassment reported in many universities is committed by male staff against 
female students and junior members of staff who are female, and this dominance is said to be 
a way of entrenching gendered power and gaining control over women’s bodies, especially in 
a patriarchal society where women’s bodies are seen as subordinate to men’s bodies. The 
practice and internalisation of these norms and behaviours is in turn transferred and replicated 
in the university space where women students are susceptible and fall prey to sexual 
harassment. In considering these expressions, Schippers (2007) and Stemple, Flores and Meyer 
(2016) state that it is therefore important to examine and explore the gender dynamics that 
reinforce sexual harassment in universities in order to understand the victimisation of young 
women. This means that it is fundamental to study different societies and the inherent norms 
and practices that perpetuate social problems such as gender-based violence (GBV) which 
manifest in universities. Doing this allows that there be a critical engagement with and analysis 
of how power operates in specific situations, and of how individuals who experience sexual 
harassment may discursively narrate their experiences.  
Vetten and Ratele (2013) and Gouws (2019) state that South Africa has a long history of 
violence and high incidence of gender-based violence, attributed to colonisation and apartheid, 
which created a context where violence was a major element in the management of social 
relations and conflict. Although a democratic transition in 1994 brought an end to this violence, 
interpersonal violence, particularly gender-based violence, did not come to an end, and this 
affects complex relationships between people of different genders, identities and sexualities 
(Vetten and Ratele, 2013). Such conflicts are influenced by unequal power dynamics based on 
who is considered superior to who. The most common hierarchal divide is that imposed by 
patriarchy, which places heterosexual men at the top of the hierarchy and privileges them to 
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exercise patriarchal power and discriminate against anyone who is not heterosexual or male 
(Erye, 2010; Le Roux, 2016; Tshoaedi, 2017). This privilege and discrimination may manifest 
in many forms, some including GBV against women, since they are considered the subordinate 
sex. To support this, scholars and socialist feminists hold the view that there is a strong 
correlation between the state and male dominance that persists in society, and as such, 
patriarchy plays a vital role in the prevalence of gender-based violence (GBV) and sexual 
harassment (Sultana 2011; Du Preez, Simmonds and Chetty, 2017).  
A patriarchal society gives priority to men regardless of their class and may take forms such as 
discrimination, disregard, insult, control, exploitation, oppression, violence and so on – within 
the family, at the place of work and in society (Sultana, 2011). In addition, due to patriarchy, a 
misogynistic culture is promoted, and this results in women being sexualised and degraded in 
the public space (Tshoaedi, 2017). For this reason, many women are subjected to sexual 
harassment in the workplace, in the family and in public spaces by men who feel entitled and 
are privileged enough to assume power (Dell, 2019). The culture of patriarchy, especially in 
South Africa, privileges men and gives them access to power over economic resources through 
leadership hierarchies and occupational structures, which in turn places them in strategic 
positions to have decision making power on hiring, promotion, salaries and work benefits 
(Tshoaedi, 2017). It also reinforces sexual harassment of women. as men are enabled to gate-
keep women’s access to employment opportunities, and this makes men feel entitled to “control 
women’s bodies with minimal to no consequences of their abuse of power as their sexual 
behaviour is often seen as part of their expected gender performance within a masculine 
organisational culture (Tshoaedi, 2017:130; see also Connell 2005b). This culture and the 
dynamics of gender violence, therefore, spread into various institutions in society, including 
universities, where female students are asked for sexual favours in return for marks and 
employment (Bashonga and Khuzwayo, 2017; Retief, 2016). Many cases of GBV and sexual 
harassment are not reported, and this, according to Joubert, Van Wyk and Rothmann 
(2011:168) is due to internalisation of norms which reveal the hidden nature of sexual 
harassment; this does not exclude higher learning.  
1.2. Problem Statement 
Reports of sexual harassment of women students on university campuses in South Africa have 
been increasing. In many of these universities, women students are subjected to sexual 
harassment and end up shying away from reporting their perpetrators because of the fear of 
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retaliation from their perpetrators (Tshoaedi, 2017; Omar, 2019). Social problems such as 
sexual harassment and GBV against women do not exist in isolation, and as such, it is important 
to study what it is that causes men to violate women. Male dominance in societies has been 
associated with recurring acts of violence against women, and this is perpetuated by the 
existence of patriarchal norms that dictate that women are the subordinate gender (Bashongo 
and Khuzwayo, 2017). In contrast to this, hooks (2004) argues that the focus on men being 
dominant assumes that all males are powerful and conceptualises them as one homogenous 
group, and as a result, Connell and Messerschmitt (2005a) acknowledge the existence of 
multiple hierarchies in gender construction. This means that men can also experience sexual 
harassment as they are also considered gendered beings who engage in the active politics of 
doing gender, which involve expressions of masculine and feminine “natures” (Qambela, 
2016). Doing gender involves compulsively acting in certain ways in order to achieve a certain 
gender performance, and in many patriarchal societies this gives birth to toxic masculinities 
which enable and perpetuate GBV (West and Zimmerman, 1987; Tshoaedi, 2017). Connell 
and Messerschmidt (2005a:832) conceptualise hegemonic masculinity as “the configuration of 
gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy 
of patriarchy, which guarantees the dominant position of men and the subordination of 
women.” Masculinity is a social position, a set of practices, and the effects of the collective 
embodiment of those practices on individuals, relationships, institutional structures, and global 
relations of domination (Connell, 2000). 
Sexual harassment reported in universities is frequently committed by male staff against female 
students and junior members of staff who are female. This dominance is said to be a way of 
entrenching gendered power and gaining control over women’s bodies, especially in a 
patriarchal society where women’s bodies are seen as subordinate to men’s bodies (Buiten and 
Naidoo, 2006; Bashongo and Khuzwayo, 2017). In considering these expressions, Schippers 
(2007) and Stemple et al. (2016) state that it is important to examine and explore the gender 
dynamics that reinforce sexual harassment in universities in order to understand the 
victimisation of young women. Doing this through exploring the narratives of women students 
is likely to reveal important variations in the experiences of sexual harassment and the reasons 
women choose to be silent about it as part of coping with their experiences. This will allow for 
a critical engagement with, and analysis of, how power operates in specific situations, and how 
individuals who experience sexual harassment may discursively narrate their experiences based 
on the power dynamics at play compounded by gender inequalities (Vohlidalova, 2015; Erye, 
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2010). Thus, silence about sexual harassment is considered an “active and rational solution” 
because there are doubts that the harassers will be punished or that the acts will stop thereafter 
(Vohlidalova 2015). This is associated with a range of power abuses that exist in universities, 
where dealing with sexual harassment on campuses typically takes individualistic and legalistic 
approaches (Erye, 2010). These approaches involve the victims or targets having to provide 
proof of the abuse, and in many instances, the complaints that are brought forward are 
dismissed because of a lack of evidence (Bezuidenhout and Tshoaedi 2017; Erye 2010). The 
University of Johannesburg (UJ) has a sexual harassment policy in place to deal with the issue, 
but from my experience as a member of Nzingha UJ (a women’s student organisation that 
advocates for the rights of women students on and off campus), and from interactions with 
some female students, it is clear that many do not report their experiences of sexual harassment 
to Student Affairs or the Student Representative Council (SRC). From this, the proposed 
research intends to explore and make known the hidden narratives of sexual harassment and 
how female students at UJ experience the university space, often framed as patriarchally 
constructed and dominated by power inequalities that enable the perpetuation of sexual 
harassment. 
1.3. Rationale of the Study 
The silence surrounding issues of sexual harassment on university campuses is a dominant 
issue, and this has been linked to the patriarchal nature of our society. Patriarchy prioritises 
heterosexual men over women and others based on gender, and this is because patriarchal 
definitions are rooted in performing gender. Failure to fit fully with these definitions gives rise 
to interpersonal conflicts which may manifest as sexual harassment and GBV. Crimes of a 
sexual nature and GBV involve power imbalances, and the ways in which power dynamics 
play out in many societies are directly linked to how these behaviours and attitudes manifest in 
university spaces. Incidents of sexual harassment reported in many universities are committed 
by male staff against female students and junior members of staff who are female (Bashongo 
and Khuzwayo, 2017). The dominance that men enforce and practice against women students 
is a way of entrenching gendered power and gaining control over women’s bodies, especially 
in patriarchal societies where women’s bodies are subordinate to men’s bodies (Buiten and 
Naidoo, 2006). In considering these expressions, Schippers (2007) and Stemple et al. (2016) 
argued that it is important to examine and explore the gender dynamics that reinforce sexual 
harassment in universities in order to understand the victimisation of young women. In 
addition, as mentioned above, Erye (2010) stated that there must be critical engagement with 
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and analysis of how power operates in specific situations, and how individuals who experience 
sexual harassment may discursively narrate their experiences. This is likely to reveal important 
variations in the experiences of sexual harassment (Erye, 2010). Although there is literature 
that investigates sexual harassment in universities and the experiences of women (Corke, 2016; 
Du Preez et al., 2017; Ngabaza, Shefer and Clowes, 2018), there is a limited focus on the 
narratives of female students who experience it or on exploration of these narratives, which is 
also true for how being in a university space within a patriarchal society enables them as women 
to be targets of sexual harassment. 
Therefore, this opened a gap in research and calls for further studies on the issue. Although the 
UJ has a sexual harassment policy in place to deal with the issue, from my experience as a 
member of Nzingha UJ and interactions with some female students, many had not reported 
their experiences of sexual harassment to the SRC. From this, the proposed research intended 
to explore and make known the hidden narratives of sexual harassment and how women 
students at UJ experience the university space often framed as patriarchally constructed and 
dominated by power inequalities that enable the perpetuation of sexual harassment. The study 
also intended to explore how various cultural and institutional practices promote and enable 
sexual harassment of female students.  
1.4. Aims and Objectives 
This study explored and analysed the lived experiences of women students who have been 
sexually harassed on campus at UJ. The study answered the following research question: What 
are the lived experiences of women students who have been sexually harassed at the 
University of Johannesburg? 
To unpack this question, the following study objectives were pursued: 
● To explore how women students at UJ conceptualise sexual harassment. 
● To investigate how women students at UJ have experienced sexual harassment. 
● To critically analyse power dynamics and gender inequalities that exist at UJ as 
experienced by women students. 
● To understand what influences the hidden nature of sexual harassment in a university 
space within a patriarchal society. 
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1.5. Research Methodology 
The study adopted a qualitative methodological approach which aided in exploring the 
narratives of sexual harassment and the lived experiences of UJ women students. Purposive 
and snowball sampling methods were used, and the proposed study sample was eight to ten 
women students. However, due to the outbreak of Covid-19 and the lockdown, I only managed 
to interview two women students. The difficulty of locating participants and the perceived 
challenges of meeting for interviews made me settle for two interviews that had already been 
conducted before the lockdown and use other content to support the interview data. I used semi-
structured interviews to collect the data and it was analysed using thematic content analysis. 
All ethical guidelines were followed and met as I gave the participants consent forms to sign 
before the interviews started.  
1.6. Theoretical Framework 
This study used African feminisms, intersectionality and power as theoretical approaches to 
the study. African feminism is defined by Mekgwe (2003:7) as a discourse that “takes care to 
delineate concerns peculiar to the African situation. It also questions features of traditional 
African cultures without denigrating them, understanding that these might be viewed 
differently by different women.” African feminism recognises the inequalities and limitations 
that existed and exist for African women, and advocates for certain specific needs and goals 
that cater to the realities of women’s lives in African societies.  
Intersectionality highlights ways in which different identities and categories overlap or 
intersect, where individuals in society experience privilege or subordination depending on race, 
class, gender and sexuality to name a few (Crenshaw, 1991; Yuval-Davis, 2006). Ideas around 
African feminism and intersectionality were used to explore the lived experiences and 
narratives of female students at UJ and to argue for the need for continued empowerment of 
women students. The study also accounted for the influence of intersectionalities such as being 
a woman, a student, and living in a patriarchal society in shaping the experiences of sexual 
harassment of UJ women students on campus. Exploring these intersectionalities was important 
as they allowed me to understand participants as individuals, and how their background and 
upbringing affected how they dealt with the incidents of sexual harassment. In addition to this, 
I explored the theory of power and how it was previously used to control and discriminate 
against various groups. However, in this study it is used to advocate for empowerment of 
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women students who were victimised because of their perpetrators’ patriarchal power and to 
understand how it manifests in making women students susceptible to sexual harassment. 
1.7. Outline of Dissertation 
Chapter 1: Introduction and overview of the study - This chapter has given a background 
to the study, explains the research problem and outlines the research question. It has also 
provided the rationale and the research objectives that guided the overall study.  
Chapter 2: Summary of literature review - This chapter looks at different literature that 
relates to this study and forms part of a coherent argument about sexual harassment as a 
phenomenon that exists and has been studied from the global, regional and local spheres. It 
also explores how the participants defined sexual harassment in comparison to the 
conceptualisation adopted for this study, the prevalence of sexual harassment globally and 
more specifically in South Africa, and all the dynamics dictated and influenced by the 
internalisation of patriarchal norms which perpetuate sexual harassment and other forms of 
gender-based violence in South Africa.  
Chapter 3: Theoretical framework - this chapter focuses on devising sexual harassment as a 
social problem. I use African feminism, intersectionality and power to explore the experiences 
and the narratives of women students at UJ.  These theoretical tools will also be used to explore 
how the women students’ backgrounds influenced and still influence their lives, and all the 
dynamics existing within a patriarchal society that shaped their past and present, their 
experiences and ultimately how they dealt with sexual harassment that happened to them. 
Chapter 4: Research methodology - This chapter outlines all the activities that were 
undertaken for the study in exploring the lived experiences of women students and the hidden 
narratives of their experiences. The data was collected using semi-structured interviews. I 
conducted one face-to-face and another through a video call because of the lockdown, and then 
I used some content from activists and scholars in South Africa to support the narratives of the 
women students. This chapter also describes the analysis of findings from data and content that 
was collected, the purpose of the study, techniques used to collect data and the research context 
of the study. I also reflected on my positionality as a woman student in the university and made 
an account of ethical procedures being followed.  
Chapter 5: Data Analysis, Presentation and Discussion of Findings - this chapter gives a 
detailed analysis of the data that was collected from the interviews. This data was transcribed, 
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grouped into similar themes, analysed and reported on based on the findings from the data. 
Theoretical tools were also used in order to unpack the hidden meanings in the participants’ 
responses and to show how what they said is aligned and related to the literature and content 
used to support the narratives.  
Chapter 6: Conclusion - this chapter is a summary of the dissertation and emphasises the 










Sexual harassment of women students in universities has become a topic under the spotlight in 
recent years, and as a form of GBV, it has caught the attention of many women activists and 
organisations, which has resulted in more protest movements in the country. This chapter 
reviews in detail the literature on the notion of sexual harassment in the workplace, in 
universities and society at large, and considers and outlines its prevalence in other societies and 
universities world-wide. The chapter conceptualises sexual harassment and the role of gender 
and gender performance in society, also considering how historical events such as apartheid 
and colonialism played a role in perpetuating GBV. In addition, the chapter explores the 
prevalence of sexual harassment and the silence surrounding it in universities which made 
activists and academics feel the need to highlight the importance of sexual harassment policies 
in universities. I also explore the importance of theories of intersectionality, power and African 
feminisms to understand how the positionality of women in a patriarchal society makes them 
susceptible to sexual harassment, which spreads into institutions of higher learning. 
2.2. Defining Sexual Harassment  
Many studies that have attempted to measure sexual harassment acknowledge that the phrase 
still lacks a proper definition because of a lack of consensus about what behaviours to attribute 
to it (Welsh, 1999; Thomas, 2010; Joubert et al., 2011). According to Welsh (1999) and 
Fitzgerald and Shullman (1993), most research surveys have identified and provided a list of 
sexual behaviours, but these are not exhaustive or mutually exclusive and are non-specific in a 
way that may have been interpreted differently by respondents. To avoid this, Fitzgerald and 
Shullman (1993) and Thomas (2010) have proposed the use of behaviourally detailed items 
and statements which may be relatable and may help survivors to better recall their experiences. 
For instance, indicators of sexual harassment may include sexist and derogatory comments and 
jokes, unsolicited sexual remarks, questions and sexual touching, and sexual coercion (Welsh, 
1999). Some indicators may include unwanted sexual behaviours that may be regarded as 
offensive, verbal comments and requests and non-verbal displays that may make the recipient 
uncomfortable (Welsh, 1999; Thomas, 2010).  
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From a legal perspective, sexual harassment can be considered a form of sex discrimination, 
composed of two forms: quid pro quo and hostile environment harassment (Welsh, 1999). Quid 
pro quo harassment has to do with sexual threats and bribery placed as a condition of 
employment and may influence decision making (Welsh, 1999). This gives those in strategic 
positions (often men) the privilege to abuse their power in the workplace when making 
decisions on hiring, promoting, salaries and work benefits (Acker, 1990; Tshoaedi, 2017). 
Hostile environment harassment has to do with behaviours such as sexual jokes and comments, 
and inappropriate touching which may interfere with a person’s job performance and may 
create an intimidating working environment (Welsh, 1999). 
For the purpose of this study, the term sexual harassment is used to refer to the variations of 
sexual violence and abusive behaviours which have been associated with unwelcome advances 
(Bennett, Astbury and Manderson, 2000). These have to do with men and women sexually 
objectifying one another through observable interpersonal behaviours such as objectifying 
gazes, commentary on appearance, sexual advances and touching, where, in some cases, 
rejecting such behaviours may be a basis for unreasonably interfering with an individual’s 
academic or work performance (Weiner and Vardsveen, 2018:546). As a result, this may create 
a hostile, offensive and intimidating educational and work environment, especially in 
universities when students and academic staff interact (Braine, Bless and Fox, 1995:141).  
2.3. Gender and Sexual Harassment 
Gender is a socially and culturally constructed notion that distinguishes between male and 
female and affects institutional and social arrangements such as the economy, the family, the 
state and the law on the basis of expected behaviour (Butler, 1990; Kennelly, Merz and Lorber, 
2001; Weisner-Hanks, 2011). The notion of difference between men and women gave rise to 
gendered or sex roles. According to Mama (1997), notions of gender can be traced back to the 
colonial era through European masculinities and the ideologies that displayed gendered 
misogynistic characters, and this later had a direct bearing on the treatment of women in 
African countries which became colonies. Conventional sexual orientations and 
generalizations recommend that women’s essential social roles were spouse and mother, and 
those of men were providers (Franks, Schurink and Fourie, 2006:17). For women, this 
distinction means having a more domesticated role in the family, while for men this means 
playing the role of a breadwinner, that is, going to seek waged work, bringing money home 
and providing for the family (Aladuwaka and Momsen, 2010: 74). This trend in the division of 
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labour or sex roles came with colonialism (Meintjies, 1990; Hungwe, 2006; Batisai, 2013). 
According to Meintjies (1990), mission households taught Christian men and women the types 
of behaviours and roles that they were expected to fulfil in social production and reproduction. 
For women, this meant having a “subordinate and subservient position in relation to the male 
head” (Meintjies, 1990:133). It also meant taking care of and nurturing the husband and the 
children with the domestic skills they had learned in the apprenticeship offered by the 
missionaries. These teachings therefore set a tone for the roles that women are supposed to take 
on and compulsively perform and perfect. and for women to take a more subservient and 
subordinate position in society. Taking on the subordinate role or position in society comes 
with a range of power imbalances that affect interactions between people with different life 
experiences. 
Power works to support dominant interests, and in many patriarchal societies, patriarchal power 
and hegemonic masculinity reinforce unequal power dynamics. Connell’s (1987) theory on 
hegemonic masculinity suggests that society privileges ideal male behaviour, and provides a 
broad understanding of harassment, gender inequalities and bias, and power relations. It is also 
suggested that anyone from either of the two genders (male or female) who displays actions 
associated with femininity in society may be vulnerable to harassment (McLaughlin, Uggen 
and Blackstone, 2012). This is because hegemonic masculinity, as a dominant type of 
masculinity, suppresses all men and women who defy expectations about behaviours and 
reinforces supremacy over women (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; Ratele, 2013). 
Hegemonic masculinities therefore discriminate against women on the basis of their sex and 
feminist arguments, since their beginning, have disturbed the “natural” order of things in their 
quest to challenge and change social norms that dictate the roles and responsibilities of men 
and women (Bisong and Ekanem, 2014). People who practice and have internalised patriarchal 
norms believe that men are naturally born to be leaders and by the order of nature are more 
gifted than women (Bisong and Ekanem, 2014). These people have also internalised notions 
that nature has assigned roles and women have been gifted with carrying babies for nine months 
and must nurse babies for several months until they are strong.  These statements imply that 
economic activities were not designed for women because of this arrangement. Although these 
authors believe in this natural order of things and societies being arranged a certain way, 
Tshoaedi (2017) states that enforcing and reinforcing such practices force women to serve men, 
and the consequence is gender hierarchies which often leave women in a vulnerable position. 
The normalisation of these gender hierarchies and the vulnerability they cause for women in 
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society often lead to women’s bodies and their sexuality being policed, controlled and 
validated, thus leading to GBV and sexual harassment (Du Preez et.al, 2017; Tshoaedi, 2017). 
These things often happen without consequences, and because it leaves women in 
compromising positions to be sexually violated, there is a need for feminist activism in order 
to highlight and improve these matters and empower women. 
2.4. Historical Mapping of Experiences of Sexual Harassment  
Sexual harassment is not a new phenomenon, as it was first named in the mid-1970s and due 
to its prevalence and the damaging physical and psychological effects it resulted in, it was 
identified as an obstacle that could negatively affect or threaten the victim’s long-term 
education and employment (Thomas, 2010:144). This claim is supported by Mazer and 
Percival (1989:136), who write that sexual harassment or assault was normalised before and 
seen as a “natural” part of everyday life. However, things were changed by the collective 
consciousness about the behaviours related to it. Feminist analysis resulted in sexual 
harassment being identified as a social problem that results in negative consequences for those 
who experience it, and as a factor that limits the chances of career success, particularly for 
women (Mazer and Percival, 1989; Gutek and Koss 1993; Collier 1995; Tshoaedi, 2017). Since 
it is suggested that sexual harassment is mostly experienced by women, it is noted in a study 
that looked at the criticisms of the Vice-Chancellors and College Principals’ (CVCP) report 
that there was still underrepresentation of women at senior levels within the higher education 
sector in the United Kingdom (CVCP, 1990:1 cited in Thomas, 2010:146). This was said to be 
one of the factors contributing to inequality and access opportunities which also subjected 
women to sexual harassment in higher education in exchange for marks and jobs (Thomas, 
2010). As a result, most universities developed and issued policy statements which had a set of 
guidelines and recommendations that had to do with sexual harassment and how it should be 
dealt with when reported (CVCP, 1990:1 cited in Thomas, 2010:146).  
Many countries in the world have reported a prevalence of sexual harassment in university 
campuses. Firstly, for instance in the United States of America (USA), reports show that 
women are most subjected to sexual assault and misconduct. According to Mangan (2015), an 
Association of American Universities’ (AAU) survey found that one in four female 
undergraduates have experienced sexual assault or misconduct, and this not only included 
unwanted touching and kissing but went as far as rape and attempted rape. The AAU reported 
that of all the people who participated in the survey, 23% of the women experienced sexual 
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assault, and out of those who had, “5% reported such an incident to law-enforcement or other 
authorities, some thought that the problem wasn’t serious enough, while some students often 
said they had been embarrassed or ashamed or had felt it would be too hard emotionally to talk 
about” (Mangan, 2015: 2). Additionally, many indicated that they “didn’t think anything would 
be done about their complaint” (Mangan, 2015: 2). The argument presented supports the 
argument presented by Mazer and Percival (1989) that people who experience sexual 
harassment or assault tend to compare their experiences with those of others to a point where 
they feel like some cases are far worse than theirs. Mazer and Percival (1989), however, state 
that sexual assault and harassment should not be measured in terms of extremes but should 
rather be considered a violation of people’s rights and should also be taken seriously as such. 
The reasons for this assertion include that the experiences of people in general are affected by 
different social, political and economic projects, and thus their experiences cannot be 
generalised or compared to one another (Mazer and Percival, 1989; Yuval-Davis, 2011). 
Cases of sexual harassment are also present in Australia and New Zealand, and for these 
countries, it has a long history and has been dealt with many times before (Showden, 2018:74). 
Sexual harassment became a dominant topic of discussion in Australia and New Zealand in 
2015 after the screening of The Hunting Ground, a documentary filmed in the USA about the 
incidences of sexual harassment and assault on university campuses in the country, and the 
failure of university administrators to deal with it adequately (Showden, 2018). This 
documentary sparked conversations on university campuses and made students and their 
leaders want to be vocal about the realities of sexual harassment and assault on their campuses 
(Showden, 2018). The documentary also gave rise to movements and initiatives that resulted 
in a comprehensive framework for sexual harassment and assault in university campuses in 
order to deal with and reduce the number of incidents. A similar prevalence of sexual 
harassment on campuses is evident in India, where issues of GBV have been under the 
spotlight. According to Gupta (2018), many young women on university campuses are faced 
with sexual assault and harassment and in many cases their complaints fall on deaf ears. Gupta 
(2018) and Mitra, Gupta and Beech (2020) mentioned the case of a lecturer in one university 
who terrorised Muslim women students based on how they dressed, and there were cases where 
women students also reported that men who worked at front desks and administration in their 
departments talk to their breasts and not them. The students who were subjected to comments 
from their lecturer and these male administrative employees were essentially being harassed 
sexually, as the comments were addressed to them because they were women. Although these 
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women students complained or reported incidents of sexual harassment, Nair (2019) and Gupta 
(2018) mentioned that the police did not respond or acknowledge their complaints, and 
therefore women students in Indian universities fear to report their incidents as women get 
questioned and blamed for what they experienced. Such behaviours also cause women students 
to have ambiguous feelings about whether to report or not. As a result of all these events, 
women students developed their own coping mechanisms to keep track of their close friends, 
including warning each other about sexual predators and checking on each other after nights 
out and late-night study sessions. Additionally, students took to the streets in protests to raise 
awareness about sexual harassment and GBV on university campuses (Mitra et al., 2020). This 
happened after multiple failed attempts to get the government to prioritise making university 
campuses safe for women and force university managers to prioritise helping women students 
(Mitra et. al., 2020). Currently, many debates are being had about the nature and prevalence of 
sexual harassment on university campuses, and these have spawned rage and frustration over 
the sexual violence that women students continue to be subjected to.  
There has also been a growing issue of sexual harassment of women and girls in India. 
According to Action India (2016) and Pasricha (2016), there has been a rise in cases of 
kidnapping and trafficking of women and girls in India, and this gave rise to campaigns to 
educate as well as protect and save girl children from being violated because of their gender. 
Action India (2016) argues that sexual harassment and GBV against women and children is 
related to the rising societal pressures for families to abort female foetuses. This is because, in 
traditional Indian cultures, boys are viewed as assets who will be breadwinners for their parents 
and take care of them in old age while girls are viewed as liabilities who cost them money for 
dowry when they get married (Pasricha, 2016). Perceptions such as these can be said to be 
influenced by patriarchal norms as they favour boys and discriminate against girls, and this, in 
addition, creates susceptibility to what Pasricha (2016) termed female feticide. Female feticide 
is the practice of aborting female foetuses (Pasricha, 2016; Kotiswaran, 2019; Mitra et. al., 
2020). In attempt to address this “unlawful” societal practice of female feticide, the Indian 
Prime minister made a statement that this practice was worse than an 18th century mindset 
because girls were being killed even before they were born, and that prioritising girls over boys 
is a psychological illness that needs to be addressed to secure equal rights and opportunities for 
them both (Pasricha, 2016; Kotiswaran, 2019).  As a result, campaigns such as the Safe City 
Campaign were founded in order to advocate for women and girls moving around the country 
freely and without fear. The campaign identified the most unsafe areas in India and has been 
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educating communities on valuing girl children and about being safe. Campaigns such as these 
also involved boy children, educating them to respect girls and treat them as equals who deserve 
respect (Ratele, 2013; Pasricha, 2016; Mitra et. al., 2020). These campaign interventions were 
framed around the popular notion that, to protect women and girls, society has to unlearn 
notions of ownership of women’s bodies and that boy children need to be taught and groomed 
from a young age to grow up to be responsible and respectable men (Pasricha, 201; Mitra et. 
al., 2020).  
Some African countries have also reported a prevalence and rising numbers of sexual 
harassment on university campuses. For instance, Shopeju and Ladebo (2004) conducted a 
study at a university in Nigeria which compared the views of Nigerian university students with 
those of an unnamed university in the West, and the results revealed that behaviours that may 
be classified as sexual harassment in the West are not regarded as such in the Nigerian 
university (Adams, Mabusela and Dlamini, 2013). In this study, it was also revealed that male 
lecturers in Nigeria do not think that their actions will have consequences, and therefore they 
behave in unprofessional ways and remain fully confident that they will always get away with 
their crimes (Adams et.al, 2013). This shows the privileges that men enjoy because they are 
heterosexual, and this allows them to get away with many crimes against women (Tshoaedi, 
2017). The results of this study also showed that sexual harassment was prevalent and male 
students, academic staff and non-academic staff were guilty of this behaviour (Shopeju and 
Ladebo, 2004).  
Taking a look at prevalence in southern Africa required an exploration of studies that were 
done within the universities of Botswana, Zimbabwe and Namibia (Edwards-Januch, 2012; 
Mosime, Ntshwarang and Mookodi, 2012; Wekwete and Manyeruke, 2012). A study on sexual 
harassment in Zimbabwe revealed that sexual harassment was extremely common in 
institutions of higher learning throughout Zimbabwe. The results of the questionnaire, 
completed by 83 respondents, showed that most students admitted to knowing about incidents 
of sexual harassment (Shumba, 2002; Adams et.al., 2013). This shows that there is prevalence 
of sexual harassment, and silence regarding it, in universities in Zimbabwe. In South Africa, 
sexual harassment has also been researched many times before, and in a study at the University 
of Cape Town (UCT) it was found that a small number of students classified incidents that 
could be considered sexual harassment as “fun and pranks”, while a higher percentage viewed 
sexist claims as sexual harassment (Du Preez et.al., 2017). In many cases in the African context, 
sexual harassment in universities is downplayed, and Adams et al. (2013) state that it is because 
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of strictness and cultural norms. What this means is that girls and boys grow up being taught 
about behaviours that are acceptable and condoned and those that should not be tolerated. For 
instance, Adams et al. (2013) state that in many African societies, subtle pressure and sexist 
remarks about women’s clothing or bodies and catcalling are not considered sexual harassment, 
whereas in other parts of the world they might be. Ceruti (2019) adds that currently, South 
Africa is amongst one of the most dangerous places for women and children. From this, one 
can assert that women and children in our society are susceptible and constantly subjected to 
violence of a sexual nature, and this is replicated in institutions of learning, specifically high 
schools, and universities.    
Violence against women and children is argued to be one of the most challenging issues faced 
by South Africa currently. Research that was recently conducted by the Medical Research 
Council on violence against women in three provinces showed that 25% of women had 
experienced physical violence in their lives, between 43% and 56% of women in the country 
had experienced domestic violence, and approximately 42% of men perpetrate it (Vetten and 
Ratele, 2013; Ceruti, 2019).  Additionally, statistics from the South African Police Services 
show that on average, 1 in 9 women reports incidents of sexual violence to them. This is despite 
legislation that has been put in place to protect women and children from violence, and as a 
result, many women continue to be affected by domestic violence, sexual violence and femicide 
(Adams et al., 2013; Ceruti, 2019). 
2.5. Sexual Harassment in South Africa 
Vetten and Ratele (2013) state that South Africa has a long history of violence, and this is due 
to colonisation and apartheid, which created a context in which violence became a major 
element in the management of social relations and conflict. Although a democratic transition 
in 1994 brought an end to political violence, interpersonal violence – particularly gender-based 
violence – did not come to an end, as it continues to affect complex relationships between 
people of different genders, identities and sexualities (Vetten and Ratele, 2013:3). Literature 
from South Africa suggests that socialist feminists hold the view that there is a strong 
correlation between the state and male dominance that persists in society; as such, patriarchy 
plays a vital role in the prevalence of GBV and sexual harassment in South Africa (Du Preez 
et.al, 2017:102). A patriarchal society gives priority to men regardless of their class and may 
take forms such as discrimination, disregard, insult, control, exploitation, oppression and 
violence– within the family, at the place of work and in society (Sultana, 2011). This 
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prioritisation of men in most cases influences sexual engagement through justifying violence 
against women as the female body is constructed to be inferior to the male body, and as a result, 
these cultures and dynamics of gender violence are carried over into various institutions in 
society, including universities (Du Preez et.al., 2017) 
2.5.1. Prevalence of Sexual Harassment in South African Universities 
Sexual harassment is known to be a prevalent issue in institutions of higher learning in South 
Africa. Therefore, the Report on the Ministerial Committee on Transformation and Social 
Cohesion and the Elimination of Discrimination in Public Higher Education Institutions of 
2008 and the White Paper on Post-School Education and Training: Department of Higher 
Education and Training of 2013 identified the prevalence of sexual harassment in higher 
learning institutions as a significant and challenging problem for women students (Omar, 
2019). This is because sexual harassment manifests in different ways and there has been a 
national trend that has seen an increase in reports of sexual harassment and assault on university 
campuses (Omar, 2019).  
Many of the most recent reports on sexual harassment include the allegations that were filed 
against five members of academic staff at Wits University and some from Stellenbosch, 
Rhodes, the University of the Western Cape (UWC) (Kiguwa, Nduna, Mthombeni, Chauke, 
Selebano and Dlamini, 2016). Most recently, in early March 2019, a young woman junior 
employee of the University of South Africa (UNISA) reported sexual harassment against a 
member of staff, and following that, the university stated that Gugu Ncube had never been 
directly employed by the university (Gqomo, 2019). For most of the cases at the University of 
the Witwatersrand (Wits), Rhodes University and (UWC), the lecturers who were accused of 
sexual harassment had been suspended pending investigation by respective divisions within 
universities (Du Preez et al., 2017).  
As a result of these increasing complaints about sexual harassment against lecturers by women 
students, there have been movements against gender-based violence in universities which are 
motivated by advocating against patriarchal norms and practices. According to Le Roux 
(2016), the long historical legacy of patriarchy has shaped and enabled acts of rape, gender-
based violence and gendered attitudes. This was seen even in movements against gender-based 
violence where the SRC president at Wits issued an instruction and her male peers responded 
that they would not be told what to do by a woman (Pilane 2015 cited in Du Preez et al., 2017). 
Some women student activists in these protests revealed that they had experienced misogynistic 
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verbal and physical abuse during the Fees Must Fall movement and thus formed the social 
media platform movements #RapeMustFall and #RapeCultureMustFall, in an attempt to get 
more people to participate in their movement (Du Preez et al., 2017). There was also a mass 
meeting of UCT and Stellenbosch SRC representatives and students who wanted to discuss the 
intensification of rape, safety on campus and the failure of institutions to create proper systems 
to protect students and survivors of rape (Du Preez et al., 2017). Even with protests and 
movements against GBV and sexual harassment, Ceruti (2019) states that the problem will 
remain prevalent in South Africa because there is an inadequate allocation of resources for 
survivors’ support from the government, and so there has to be a commitment made towards 
addressing sexual harassment. 
2.5.1.1. Institutional Enabling and Perpetuation of Sexual Harassment 
Government failure to intervene on issues of sexual harassment on university campuses has 
resulted in many women students being exposed to sexual harassment on university campuses. 
The failure, according to Du Preez et al. (2017), is because sexual harassment and the 
subordination of women in society are enabled by institutions. For instance, Batisai (2013) 
stated that legal institutions in many African societies shape discourses on sexuality by 
encouraging heteronormative politics. The law therefore uses the state to enforce and reinforce 
social control in the case of actions that are considered illegitimate (Hartsock, 2004; Batisai 
2013). For instance, women in many work environments occupy positions that are considered 
to be “the help” and so this makes them vulnerable to sexual harassment because there are 
unequal power dynamics and relations between the bosses and them (Erye, 2010; Tshoaedi, 
2017). In such work environments, these women are constantly intimidated and threatened by 
the fear of losing their jobs, and in the university space women students who are subjected to 
sexual harassment are bribed with academic marks and money in exchange for sexual favours 
(Erye, 2010; Du Preez et.al., 2017; Dell, 2019). In instances where women students decide to 
report the incidents of sexual harassment, they are likely to be forced to provide some sort of 
proof of the incidents, and although this does not mean that the law condones sexual 
harassment, it shows how, in many cases, when HR and other structures prioritise legal 
processes and proceedings when investigating incidents of sexual harassment, it contributes to 
the hidden nature of sexual harassment (Erye, 2010; McLaughlin, 2012; Du Preez et al., 2017 
and Tshoaedi, 2017).  
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Various societal institutions have been accused of enabling and perpetuating sexual harassment 
and GBV as social problems. Firstly, religious institutions have been criticised for enabling 
sexual harassment. According to Mokong (2019), religion and its institutions in Africa were 
introduced as part of the colonisation project to get Africans to convert from their pre-colonial 
faith through education systems that rested on colonial theoretical concepts and categories. 
These education systems involved, for instance, having Africans unlearn a faith centred on 
ancestors being seen as spiritual mediums used to access God to instead see them as demonic 
spirits that should not be appeased or honoured, as this is a big sin amongst other things. This 
analysis is supported by Mokong (2019) who states that religion and culture are synonymous 
and African religion forms part of African culture. The claim of a link between these 
institutions is that Africans appeased and connected to their ancestors and their God through 
rituals, praying and meditating. Thus, having them convert to other religions formed part of a 
successful colonial project in order to control them (Mokong, 2019). As such, post-colonial 
African belief systems were shaped and influenced by patriarchy and hegemonic masculinities 
which brought about dismissing and invalidating “other” people and definitions which deviated 
from mainstream definitions that reinforced privilege of certain social groups and not others 
(Erye, 2010; Tshoaedi, 2017; Mokong, 2019). The practice of looking down on other categories 
of people or groups is what Erye (2010) and Tshoaedi (2017) referred to as the reinforcement 
of heteropatriarchy and heteropower through dictating and controlling how women and 
LGBTQAI+ people behave, how they go about their lives and also what opportunities they 
have access to both in society and in the work space. Control mechanisms of this nature are a 
result of internalisation of norms and continuous replication of the behaviours which stem from 
or can be traced back to primary socialisation which normally happens in the home (Oyewumi, 
1997; Yuval-Davis, 2011; Aladuwaka and Momsen, 2010). Oyewumi (1997), Yuval-Davis 
(2006) and Batisai (2013) add that family institutions are the first point of reinforcement of 
hegemonic masculinity through culture. This naturally ascribes some form of power to boys 
from a young age, and they continue to perform their gender superiority in their adulthood. 
Thus, many men in society feel superior to women in that they can behave in ways that show 
entitlement to women’s bodies, hence the prevalence of sexual harassment and GBV against 
women.   
South African media (print and online) have also been accused of selectively reporting on 
issues of GBV and femicide in the country. Hames (2009) asserted that the South African media 
carries burdens of issues of race, class, gender and status, and in an article on femicide and 
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GBV on university campuses she asserted that there was misrepresentation and under-
representation of Black women who were raped and killed, compared to White women 
students. Murders of four women students were referred to in the article and they were 
described as “very different” (Hames, 2009). It was reported that the murder of Leigh Matthews 
spurred local and international outrage after her kidnapping and murder; many pages were 
being created in her memory and the media still reports on her case. Similarly, Inge Lotz’s 
murder story was all over local and international news after her body was found in her flat in 
2005. A few years later a documentary about her life was released on an international TV 
channel and her memory is also kept through rebroadcasting the documentary. By contrast, the 
murder stories of Luthemba Jama and Olga Hendrick, who were both killed by their boyfriends, 
were not broadcast enough to attract attention or command public outrage. Hames (2009) added 
that the articles on the two Black women students were very short 11-line articles and even the 
headlines of the stories were not catchy enough to attract attention. By doing this, Hames 
(2009) asserted, the reporting portrayed these two Black women students as disposable and 
dispensable compared to the White women students, whose stories were made into public 
spectacle and subject to public judgements which predetermined and influenced the legal 
proceedings of the cases. These are amongst many cases of women who fit different racial 
profiles being portrayed differently, where some do not even get their names mentioned or 
known of when there is information on similar incidents of GBV and femicide. The media as 
an institution that is responsible for reporting important news to communities has failed on 
countless occasions to effectively keep communities informed about the world around them 
and maintain a holistic view on social issues around them.  
Selective reporting on the news is a form of control for people as it controls what they know, 
how much of it, and how to react to the news content they are exposed to. Additionally, it 
shows that there are intergroup differences that affect and shape people’s experiences, and 
these further add to the intersectionalities that affect the experiences of women students when 
they encountered incidents of sexual harassment on campus. Thus, although many 
intersectionalities form an integral part of issues of sexual harassment and GBV since it is 
affected by multiple institutional discriminations and injustices, using the sociological 
imagination and feminist theories to understand such issues allows activists and scholars to 




2.5.2. Silence Surrounding Sexual Harassment in Universities 
Silence surrounds incidents of sexual harassment in many universities globally. According to 
Erye (2010) cases of sexual harassment in many universities are dealt with using confidentiality 
clauses and behind closed doors, and this makes analysing them very challenging. In many 
cases, this is done to protect the reputations of the institutions and highlights the privileges that 
the perpetrators, mostly men, enjoy as part of being heterosexual men (Tshoaedi, 2017). These 
privileges reflect on the patriarchal nature of our society and how it promotes misogynistic 
cultures that sexualise and degrade women in the public space (Tshoaedi, 2017). Paludi et.al., 
(2006) add that there is silence surrounding sexual harassment because oftentimes people who 
experience it are afraid to speak up out of fear of retaliation from their abusers. Women in 
patriarchal societies such as South Africa are silenced by “cultures of respectability”, and this 
is because in many cases they fear being stigmatised when their families find out, and this 
makes them more vulnerable (Gouws, 2019). In addition, students who experience sexual 
harassment may be afraid to label their experiences and report on them because of the fear of 
being judged by peers and other people, given the unclear nature of defining sexual harassment 
(Tshoaedi, 2017). The fear of being stigmatised subjects the survivors to secondary 
victimisation through accusations such as making false claims, in which case this may be more 
unpleasant than the incident itself (Vohlidalova, 2015). Since such silence is said to perpetuate 
sexual harassment, Yousaf and Schmiede (2016) and Apaak and Sarpong (2015) therefore 
suggest that when sexual harassment is unclear, it is important to speak about it openly so that 
actions related to it are clearly known and identifiable, as they may take many forms.  
According to Aina and Kulshrestha (2017), students’ definitions of sexual harassment differ 
according to contexts and are mostly influenced by cultural values. These cultural values are 
influenced by behavioural standards and expressions that manifest differently, and so, in 
essence, sexual harassment is universal but varies by culture, and this is what contribute to its 
“hidden nature” (Aina and Kulshrestha, 2018:105). For example, in various studies, it was 
found that South African students only included unwelcome touching or fondling in their 
definition of sexual harassment, while North Americans, Australians, and Germans associated 
sexual harassment with unwanted verbal or physical sexual advances aligned with the abuse of 
power, gender discrimination, harmful sexual behaviour and seductive behaviours (Mayekiso 
and Bhana, 1997; Aina and Kulshrestha, 2018:104). It is therefore important to educate and 
train students, especially on a university level, about sexual harassment in order to prepare 
them for potential victimisation and also to help them know what behaviours to look out for 
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with regards to sexual harassment (Paludi et al., 2006).  Although educating students may 
create awareness amongst university students, mainly educating them is not enough as there 
are other factors that affect their experience of it. Thus, Ceruti (2019) suggests that all structures 
put in place to deal with sexual harassment and GBV must adopt an action-oriented approach 
in order to effectively put an end to them. In addition, continued empowerment of women will 
aid and contribute to the continued global fight to claim and exercise women’s agency, which 
will expose sexual harassment and other forms of sexual violence on university campuses and 
their hidden nature. 
2.5.3. The Importance and Use of Sexual Harassment Policies  
Questioning the relevance or the importance of the need for sexual harassment policies in South 
African universities primarily has to do with issues around gender dynamics and how they 
manifest in the university space. Therefore, there is a need to question gender dynamics and 
how having sexual harassment policies in place helps with accessing and exploring important 
tensions of gendered dynamics and bringing them to the surface so that relevant interventions 
can be put in place for “the sake of those likely to be abused and for higher education itself” 
(Bennett et al., 2007:87).  
Students and staff must be protected by sexual harassment policies on university campuses. 
Bennett et al. (2007) and Weiner and Vardsveen (2018) argue that institutions in South Africa 
need to ensure that university spaces, staff and their students are protected by the existence of 
sexual harassment policies. Reasons stated for the need for these policies have to do with the 
fact that efforts to deal with sexual harassment and assault have been inadequate (Du Preez et 
al., 2017). Corke (2016) contends that, for instance, Rhodes University, UCT, Wits and UWC 
all have policies meant to deal with sexual harassment and assault, but, after certain incidents, 
student activists argued that the policies were based on very narrow definitions of rape and 
assault, marginalised victims, and survivors, and prioritised the legal process more than the 
measures to help victims and survivors. Du Preez et al (2017:100) add that in most cases, the 
responsibility to prove that the perpetrator intended to rape or assault an individual is the 
victim’s, and this has been described as a “a mockery of justice that violates their human dignity 
and freedom.” This was evident during the Fees Must Fall protests, when women students 
complained about not feeling safe and being violated by private security who were brought in 
for their safety, but these complaints were dismissed on the basis of lack of evidence (Tshoaedi, 
2017). Requiring women students or survivors to provide proof shows that people who are 
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meant to investigate sexual harassment when it is reported do not attend to the needs of the 
victim in dealing with the situation.  
Sexual harassment policies in universities have also been criticised for their framing. Du Preez 
et.al (2017) claim that policies in institutions have been enforced through a regulatory system 
and not a constitutive one, where they describe and define gender-based violence as a variant 
of misconduct and not as an important crime in its own right. UJ, like many South African 
universities, has a sexual harassment policy put in place to respond to cases within the 
university. In this policy, there are recommendation for a mandatory collaboration among 
Student Affairs, the Institutional Office for HIV and AIDS, Campus Health, PsyCaD, 
Protection Services, the Transformation Office, Operations, and Community Engagement to 
form an office that deals solely with cases related to GBV at the university (University of 
Johannesburg, 2018). The recommended office will be similar to the existing Gender Equity 
Office at Wits, which was established in 2014 in response to the need to address and deal with 
aspects of GBV, including sexual harassment, sexual violence and sexism at the university and 
to advance gender-equity (Fengu, 2018). Thus Odora-Hoppers (2005), cited in Du Preez et al. 
(2017), emphasises that for policies to have a chance of succeeding, people who review them 
need to have a deep understanding of the complexities that come with sexual assault, 
harassment and gender-based violence. For this to happen, university managers will have to be 
trained extensively and to be fully equipped to deal with reported incidents of sexual 
harassment and sexual violence on campus.  
2.5.4. Criticisms of Sexual Harassment Policies in South Africa 
Due to continued criticism of university sexual harassment policies, there have been 
interventions by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) intended to make 
universities better spaces for women students. This was done through the development of a 
policy framework that aims to address and reduce incidents of sexual harassment and abuse in 
universities (Dell, 2019). According to Ebrahim (2019), the former minister of Higher 
Education, Naledi Pandor, appointed a ministerial task team to advise on issues of sexual 
harassment and gender-based violence in universities in South Africa. This was after 12 women 
academics wrote an open letter to the department expressing concerns about how women 
students are constantly subjected to sexual harassment and abuse by their male lecturers (Dell, 
2019). In the letter, attention was drawn to the fact that sexual harassment has become 
normalised in universities, and there is a need to create learning environments that are free from 
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sexual harassment and sexual violence (Retief, 2019). Arguments in support of creating and 
having safe spaces within universities were also supported by Erye (2010) who asserted that 
the primary and vital purpose universities must fulfil is to facilitate full academic, professional 
and personal development of its students (Erye, 2010).  
Due to the increasing prevalence of sexual harassment and many women organisations bringing 
issues related to it to light, President Cyril Ramaphosa was under pressure to hold a national 
summit to address GBV in South Africa (Retief, 2019; Ceruti, 2019). After the summit, the 
president set up interim structures that would champion and ensure that adequate resources are 
being allocated towards legislation for GBV in the country (Ceruti, 2019). As a response to the 
summit and interim structures, universities in South Africa have started to lean towards 
adopting policies that regulate student-staff relationships. Omar (2019) notes that contentions 
to justify sexual harassment have been centred around staff-student relationships that have 
ended and as students feel threatened or are made uncomfortable, they opt to file for 
harassment. Thus, through monitoring and regulating such relationships most universities 
would deal better with harassment allegations and would create the space for better support of 
both the staff and students who are romantically involved (Omar, 2019). Such policies would 
not only create space for accountability but also promote the well-being of students and 
safeguard the promise of an effective learning environment for students and their intellectual 
and emotional development (Mack, 1999; Omar, 2019). These may also help in transforming 
and preventing the acceptance of sexual harassment and rape culture, which have been 
“normalised” as part of a continuing societal norm and university culture when considering 
issues around sexual violence (Omar, 2019:130). Although many scholars support this, Ceruti 
(2019) states that for policies in any institution in South Africa to succeed, there must be an 
adoption of action-orientated approaches as South Africa has many great policies, but 
implementation is lacking. Thus, for policies to be effectively implemented, people in office to 
deal with incidents must be proactive about their approaches and develop zero-tolerance 
approaches towards issues around sexual harassment and violence (Ceruti, 2019).  
To restate, for sexual harassment policies to be effective university managers must be fully 
equipped and trained to deal with incidents of a sexual nature in ways which prioritise helping 
survivors get professional help in dealing with their experiences of sexual harassment on 
campuses (Du Preez et al., 2017; Omar, 2019). Additionally, they should expose heinous acts 
that women students are exposed to daily because keeping them secret cheats people, especially 
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women students, of the opportunity to be aware of and informed about issues of sexual 
harassment and sexual violence on campus. 
2.6. Social Movements against Sexual Harassment and GBV in South 
Africa 
The earliest visibility of feminist activism in South Africa was the 1956 August 9th march, 
organised by women from all over the country to the union buildings to be allowed to travel 
without their identity documents. According to Erye (2010), feminist attention started focusing 
on sexual harassment in the 1970s. It was then that the experiences known to women were 
identified and legally recognised as forms of discrimination against women and advanced the 
understanding of violence against women in society by male counterparts (Erye, 2010). Sexual 
harassment was therefore continually being identified through feminist analysis as a social 
problem that results in negative consequences for those who experience it (Mazer and Percival, 
1989). Thus, through joint actions by many stakeholders in forming movements, people and 
activists get to exercise their agency and affect social change.  
Engagement with existing literature on the issue shows that there have been various policy 
approaches, civil society campaigns and student organisation campaigns that have been 
implemented in order to combat sexual harassment and GBV (Corke, 2016; Du Preez et al, 
2017; Amandla Awethu, 2018; Pijoos, 2019; Dell, 2019). An example is the August 2016 silent 
protest by young women in defence of Fezeka Khuzwayo who accused former President Zuma 
of rape in 2006 (Gqirana, 2016). These women disturbed Jacob Zuma’s speech when they held 
placards on which were written “10 years later”, “Remember Khwezi”, “I am 1 in 3”, and 
“Khanga” which referred to the 2006 rape trial (Gqirana, 2016). During the speech, the 
protesters were manhandled by the former president’s bodyguards, and female leaders’ failure 
to stand up for the women upset leaders of opposition parties (Dlakavu, 2016; Gqirana, 2016). 
Many members of parliament (MPs) from opposition parties did, however, acknowledge and 
give credit to the four women who stood up in silence during Zuma’s speech (Gqirana, 2016). 
An Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) MP added that the four women gave the fight against GBV a 
big boost as their message was clear and they could no longer afford to ignore the rape culture 
in the country (Gqirana, 2016). Gqirana (2016) also continues to say that this was done to 
honour all the victims of violence in the country. Other campaigns and movements include the 
ones organised by Black Womxn Caucus, an intersectional women’s organisation at Wits 
University, which proposed that there should be a “rapid response rape team for gender-based 
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violence, to be established on the campus” and other university campuses in the country 
(Amandla Mobi, 2018:2). This was one of the main objectives of this movement, and it 
advocates for better policy interventions with regard to sexual harassment and rape convictions 
where the law is concerned (Amandla Mobi, 2018). 
A recent call to action was the 2018 #Totalshutdown march on 1 August. This march was 
organised by a group of women who spoke about wanting to bring an end to GBV as a lot of 
women continue to be kidnapped and killed in the country (Howa, 2018). The group had been 
organising for months in preparation for the marches that were set to happen simultaneously in 
major cities across South Africa (Howa, 2018; Ceruti, 2019). According to News24 (2018), the 
organisers of the march stated that there was nothing to celebrate on 9 August (National 
Women’s Day) as there were weekly reports of “women, children and gender non-conforming 
people who have been kidnapped, murdered and abused, and there is no sense of urgency from 
our leaders to find ways in which society can tackle this violence.” Another call for action 
against gender-based violence was a protest outside the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) 
led by Call-to-Action, a consortium representing more than 70 civil society groups (Pijoos, 
2019). This consortium was calling for the business sector to get involved in helping fund 
initiatives that aim to curb violence and the abuse against women and children (Karim and 
Mthethwa, 2019; Pijoos, 2019). According to Mandisa Khanyile, a fundraising director for 
Rise Up Against Gender Based Violence, the country was at a point of no return with regards 
to GBV and there had been protests in townships and other parts of the world but not the richest 
square mile in Africa (Talk 702, 6 September 2019). It was important to demonstrate in Sandton 
because the organisation felt that corporate South Africa felt no responsibility or obligation for 
the social ills of the county (Talk 702, 6 September 2019). The protest was also to make these 
big corporations commit to funding a policy framework that prioritises the fight against 
violence against women and children (Karim and Mthethwa, 2019; Pijoos, 2019). With the 
worsening violent crime statistics, Ruth Ntlokotse, second deputy president of the National 
Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (NUMSA), stated that it was necessary to shut down 
business operations and disrupt economic activity in order to highlight issues which were 
destroying society (Ramohale, 2019). 
All these movements have a similar goal of emancipating women from the clutches of 
patriarchy which continues to oppress women in all spheres of society. These oppressions are 
affected by different societal factors which shape the different experiences of women in 
patriarchal societies, and therefore taking an intersectional approach towards understanding 
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patriarchal power is required in order to avoid homogenising the lives of different women in 
different environments. 
Despite the resistance from civil society organisations (CSOs), academics and activists, reports 
of femicide and GBV have continued to increase in South Africa, especially during the 
lockdown. For instance, Eyewitness News (2020) reports that statistics for GBV since the 
lockdown show that more than 120 000 survivors of GBV called the national helpline for 
abused women and children, and this is double the number of calls that usually come in 
(Eyewitness News, 2020). In addition, housing shelters for abused women and children have 
been reported to be experiencing an overflow of women and their children needing shelter 
(Eyewitness News, 2020; Shoba, 2020). This shows how much of a problem intimate violence 
is in South Africa, and because GBV is a social problem, it exists in all spheres of life and 
affects all interpersonal relationships. In addition, statistics continue to flare up despite the new 
funding for the National Strategic Plan after the protest outside the JSE in September 2019 
(Karim and Mthethwa, 2019; Pijoos, 2019; Shoba, 2020).  
Many factors can be considered when unpacking GBV as a social problem. Eyewitness News 
(2020) states that, besides women being stuck at home with abusive partners, there are many 
triggers for the violence, and one that stands out is how men fear losing jobs and livelihoods. 
The fear triggers violence because in patriarchal societies such as South Africa men are 
breadwinners and providers, thus, men are triggered by the thought of losing what makes up 
part of their gender performance. Such notions and norms are deeply rooted in patriarchy, 
which gives men access to economic resources which enable control of women because the 
men have control over those assets and resources (Tshoaedi, 2017; Omar, 2019). As stated 
before, such behaviours enable and perpetuate GBV in society, and it is therefore important for 
people to be informed and educated about toxic forms of masculinities and how they perpetuate 
sexual harassment and other forms of GBV (Erye, 2010; Vetten and Ratele, 2013; Tshoaedi, 
2017).  
With all this said, I argue that it is important to understand that masculinities that exist in 
societies get replicated in university environments because individuals perform them, and these 
individuals exist as part of universities. This assertion is similar to what Ratele (2013) and 
Vetten and Ratele (2013) say, that it is important to address and challenge masculinities in 
societies, and activists and academics must take a central role in this challenge since they are 
part of the societies that they are studying, and thus they are in a better position to effect social 
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change through rippling the education of people from inside the academy to different people 
in different societies outside the academy.  
2.7. Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed different concepts and ideologies that have been explored 
previously in the study of sexual harassment in societies and in university spaces. For many of 
the concepts, there is no definite definition as these are relative and socially constructed. Thus, 
they may have different meanings depending on other factors that intersect in an individual’s 
life, therefore shaping their experience. Intersectionality and power were used as theoretical 
tools to unpack sexual harassment in universities and understand the dynamics that shape 
women students’ experiences. Through these tools, factors such as gender, sexism, patriarchy, 
and social positioning of women students have been developed and maintained by different 
structural, political, and social systems which have affected their vulnerability to harassment. 
Furthermore, the chapter explored power from a feminist approach as a means of empowering 
women students and allowing them to exercise their agency through various organisational 
movements that advocate for better policies to be put in place regarding sexual harassment in 
universities, and for GBV in society as well. These movements advocate for constructive action 
to be taken against sexual harassment and gender-based violence of women in South Africa. 
Despite efforts from CSOs, reports of GBV in the country have increased dramaticaally and 
this requires challenging masculinities in society, which will trickle into universities as well.  
Overall, the chapter has provided a discursive account of sexual harassment and GBV in South 
Africa in comparison to other parts of the world, as well as how gender has been used to 
reinforce and perpetuate GBV against women and to reinforce hierarchical relations 
perpetuated by patriarchy and patriarchal power between men and women, and such behaviours 
and practices then get transferred into university spaces and replicated there.  
The next chapter discusses theories of intersectionality, power, and African feminism as tools 
to unpack and better understand the intersecting factors that make women students susceptible 




Chapter 3. Using African Feminisms, Power, and 
Intersectionality to Understand Sexual Harassment 
 
3.1. Introduction 
Many theories by biologists, scientists and social scientists have been used to explain sexual 
harassment, so it is important to contextualise and consider context when researching different 
social groups and issues. This chapter explores theories that were used in the study in order to 
understand sexual harassment in universities in relation to general society. In this chapter I 
discuss African feminisms, power and intersectionality as the main theoretical approaches to 
the study to help highlight social arrangements and discriminations due to patriarchy, 
patriarchal power and hegemonic masculinity. African feminist theory is explored and is used 
to explain how patriarchal power and hegemonic masculinities are used in societies to control 
women ad enable and perpetuate GBV against them. The second theory discussed is 
intersectionality, and it is used to explain how African women’s life experiences and realities 
are affected and shaped by different factors and institutions in society. The third theoretical 
tool regarding power, borrowed from Foucault and poststructuralist ideas, is used to understand 
how historical patriarchal norms have been reinforced in order to maintain the oppression and 
domination of women in societies. The chapter also highlights the gaps in literature that the 
study sought to fill through showing how theories of intersectionality, power and African 
feminism can be used to unpack and understand sexual harassment as a social issue affected 
by different social structures and political projects in the past and presently, which shape the 
experiences of women students on university campuses. 
3.2. African Feminism Theory 
This section operationalises the theoretical perspective of the study and its conceptual 
approach. Although several theories have been used to explain sexual harassment, African 
feminism was used in this study to explore the experiences and narratives of women students 
at UJ and to argue for the need for continued empowerment of these young women. African 
feminism is defined by Mekgwe (2003:7) as a discourse that “takes care to delineate concerns 
peculiar to the African situation, and questions features of traditional African cultures without 
denigrating them, understanding that these might be viewed differently by different women.” 
In addition, African feminism also recognises the inequalities and limitations that existed and 
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still exist for African women and advocates for certain specific needs and goals that cater to 
the realities of women's lives in African societies (Mekgwe, 2003). This is similar to Collins’ 
(1989) work on Black feminist thought and how Black women resisted oppressions through 
developing unique interpretations on their reality to produce and to validate the knowledge 
about themselves. Akin to Black feminist thought, Chilisa and Ntseane (2010) state that African 
feminisms reject dominant narratives that reduce and generalise the conditions of African 
women, through emphasising and focusing on the agency and lived experiences of people to 
produce knowledge that is contextually relevant and heals the individual, the community and 
the larger socio-cultural context. It was therefore important to investigate and listen to the 
narratives of women students at UJ, so that their stories can further inspire activism and agency 
in universities that keep sexual harassment hidden. 
The theory also assisted in unpacking and understanding the experiences of women students 
within the university space in a patriarchal society, and how the violent legacies of colonialism 
and apartheid in South Africa have shaped these. Salo and Mama (2001) asserted that exposing 
the violence that these women experience and using feminist theories to understand their 
experiences will allow them to be empowered by activism that is specifically shaped by 
strategies of resistance, noncompliance and strategic combinations of complex resistance and 
co-operation. This is essentially the aim of this study, to develop and establish a network of 
support for students, with the help of the structures put in place at the university such as PsyCaD 
and Student Affairs, to not comply with norms that justify sexual harassment of women 
students in universities. 
3.2.1. Patriarchal Power to Control Women 
Continuous violence against women’s bodies is said to be set to regulate and punish women in 
order to maintain patriarchal power relations (Armstrong and Mahone, 2017). According to 
Yuval-Davis (2011), this is because, traditionally, power was understood and measured by how 
much power some people had over others. These ideas are based on Foucault’s definitions of 
power as “a mode of action exercised on free subjects, [that] incites, seduces, [and] makes [life] 
easier or more difficult [for them], [where] in the extreme it constrains or forbids [their 
freedom] absolutely” (Dreyfus and Rabinow, 2014:127). Based on such ideas on power as 
exerted by certain individuals against others, Bezuidenhout and Tshoaedi (2017) assert that 
sexual harassment involves a range of power imbalances, particularly the abuse of power, 
where typically men have this “privilege” because they are heterosexual, and so this allows 
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them to have an entitlement to make decisions about women’s bodies and sexuality with 
minimal to no consequences as their behaviour is seen as an expected gender performance. 
This power that men feel entitled to is perpetuated by socialisation in a patriarchal system 
where women are seen as sexual tools and bodies under the assumption that they are available 
for sexual relationships (Bezuidenhout and Tshoaedi 2017). Furthermore, sexual harassment 
as an abuse of power is not merely about exerting this power but also about reinforcing “hetero-
patriarchy” which has to do with the domination of “converging power regimes of gender and 
heterosexist oppressions” (Erye 2010, 297 see also Bezuidenhout and Tshoaedi 2017). In 
considering this, it is therefore important to note that sexual harassment is not based on 
biological sex but on other aspects such as gender roles, stereotypes, and social norms that have 
been socially constructed based on behavioural aspects of sexual identity (Zalesne 1998; Weiss 
2010). To reject these views on power, definitions by feminists and grassroots activists that 
have been promoting power as a notion of empowerment are used in this study; where people 
gain “power of” rather than “power on”, especially when working with power inequalities that 
involve the marginalised and vulnerable (Yuval-Davis 2011). 
3.2.2.  The Role of Masculinities in Perpetuating GBV 
Issues of GBV in many patriarchal societies such as South Africa are argued to be perpetuated 
by hegemonic masculinity enabled by patriarchy. Masculinity is a social position, a set of 
practices, and the effects of the collective embodiment of those practices on individuals, 
relationships, institutional structures, and global relations of domination (Connell and Connell, 
2000). Connell (1995:77) defines masculinity as “the configuration of gender practice which 
embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy, which 
guarantees the dominant position of men and the subordination of women.” Hegemonic 
masculinity, which is a dominant type of masculinity, is prevalent in many patriarchal societies 
and has to do with marginalising other definitions that do not fit with its discourses; it usually 
excludes non-Whites, non-heterosexuals and working-class men, and limits access to resources 
and opportunities for all non-hegemonic masculinities (Connell and Connell, 2000; Connell, 
2002). Hong (2000) and October (2020) add that hegemonic masculinity leads to misogyny, 
homophobia, racism, and compulsory heterosexuality, and these are constantly reinforced and 
enabled by institutions such as mass media, political power and corporate institutional cultures. 
Thus, in society gender does not exist on its own, and when considering, for instance, an 
example used by Crenshaw (1991), many women of colour are burdened by poverty, child- 
care responsibilities, and a lack of job skills, and these burdens are largely the consequence of 
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gender and class oppression, compounded by racially discriminatory employment and housing 
access. From this, there is a convergence of factors which are referred to as intersectionalities 
which influence the experiences of women in this context and in any context where social 
issues such as GBV arise. 
3.3. Intersectionality as an Important Theoretical Approach 
Intersectionality is another important theoretical tool that was used to unpack the issue of 
sexual harassment on university campuses. According to Yuval-Davis (2006) and Collins and 
Bilge (2016) in most societies, gender, race and discrimination do not exist in isolation; that is, 
there is a dynamic between any type of intersectionality identified in a given society which 
makes every social issue unique to every individual. For Yuval-Davis (2011:3), 
intersectionality is described as the “development of a feminist standpoint theory which claims, 
in somewhat different ways, that it is vital to account for the social poisoning of the social agent 
and challenged ‘the god-trick of seeing everything from nowhere’.” Amina Mama asserted that 
any attempt to define, homogenise and generalise on people’s experiences forms the projects 
of identity politics which positions people the same on specific political projects (Salo and 
Mama, 2001). This means that people have different experiences which are influenced and 
affected by different factors, and thus the term intersectionality opposes the attempt to 
generalise from these through understanding individual experiences as they are and not in 
comparison to those of others.  The rejection of the reduction of this term allows an exploration 
of different experiences of people in society, informed by different intersecting factors, which 
allow for these experiences to be looked at in relation to the dynamics that define them (Yuval-
Davis, 2006:195). For this study, intersectionalities that are considered include being a woman 
who is a student enrolled in an institution of higher learning. From this, the term 
intersectionality implies that all social categories share some features that are constructed and 
intermeshed with each other. In addition, it is important to note that no one of the intersecting 
factors is the same or have a way of being another. This means that they are all informed by 
context, which shapes experiences. 
As a theoretical approach, intersectionality can encourage activism and empowerment. 
According to Shields (2008), the goal of an activist scientific approach is to inform policy with 
the aim of changing people’s lived experiences. This means that through understanding 
intersectionalities, a move from evidence to an informed action approach can be developed. In 
Shields (2008), Bongrad (1999) adds that the central issues of domestic violence and GBV 
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were not addressed in previous studies as researchers did not go beyond their informed 
perspectives to study and understand individual experiences; thus, an intersectional approach 
that studies individuals and their specific experiences allows researchers to move beyond their 
comfort zone and to come up with unique approaches to situations. Moreover, movements that 
incorporate intersectional approaches are able to and enable people to see the world from 
others’ standpoints, thereby allowing the outsiders to effectively understand and identify with 
their counterparts and thus giving rise to many social movements for change, particularly for 
women (Shields, 2008). Thus, this theoretical approach is vital in facilitating social change for 
various social groups, which, in the case of this study, are the women students on university 
campuses being sexually harassed by their male counterparts and lecturers. 
Amina Mama in the interview stated that understanding African women within a “global grid 
of patriarchal power, all the social, political and economic injustices…” will also contribute to 
an understanding of the prevalence of war and militarism, and the “limited manifestation of 
individuality, sociality and politics in patriarchal societies” (Salo and Mama, 2001: 2). This 
means that understanding African women’s experiences requires looking at the various factors 
or intersectionalities that shape their lives and analysing those intersectionalities in relation to 
these women’s identities. The African feminist movement is also unifying amongst African 
women. Shields (2008) adds that every society, as diverse as it may be, must identify a certain 
factor or point of unity that will allow its members to explore this diversity, thereby allowing 
them to redefine themselves and claim a certain type of power. In doing so, it will allow them 
to pursue common goals and inform policy making within spaces that facilitate social change, 
thus being active agents in society (Shields, 2008; Yuval-Davis, 2011; Stewart and Zaaiman, 
2015). 
3.4. An Intersectional Approach to Power   
Foucault’s work on power reveals how power-dominant structures and institutions maintain 
superiority in society through creation and replication of certain discourses (Momsen, 2003). 
These discourses may be regarded as central to daily interactions between individuals in 
different societies, and as such, they may dictate human activities and regulate the margins 
(Foucault, 1994; Tessema, 2012; Momsen, 2003). Ritzer and Stepnisky (2014) and Islam 
(2008) argue that power is one of the most fundamental processes of social life as it defines 
and affects social interactions by exerting control on social groups in different societies 
through, for instance, maintaining the power that already exists, the use of force and 
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dominance, authority, attraction and acceptance of ideologies and normalising them. The 
adoption, internalisation, and practices of compliance with these societal controls are 
experienced differently by different individuals, and therefore their lives are also shaped 
differently. In some situations, more than one form of power may be evident and therefore they 
come up in an overlapping manner. This is what Kimberlé Crenshaw termed intersectionality. 
According to Yuval-Davis (2011:4), intersectionality is an analytical tool that is interested in 
understanding how different people’s experiences are shaped and “affected by different social, 
economic and political projects.” It also has to do with accounting for different life experiences 
of people being influenced and affected by different factors. This term therefore opposes the 
attempt to generalise on peoples’ experiences through understanding them individually as they 
are not in comparison to – or “irreducible” to – that of others (Yuval-Davis, 2006:195).  
As a theoretical tool in this study, it is used to understand and explore the different experiences 
of women students at UJ and not generalise them based on what has been reported in other 
universities in the country. In the case of this study, intersectionalities that are considered are 
those of being a woman who is a student and living in a patriarchal society such as South 
Africa. These intersectionalities help in understanding sexual harassment as not based on 
biological sex but on aspects such as gender roles, stereotypes, and social norms that have been 
socially constructed based on behavioural aspects of sexual identity (Zalesne, 1998; Weiss, 
2010).  In addition, these behavioural aspects of sexual identity which are normalised and used 
to control people in societies are enabled and reinforced by powerful dominant institutions and 
structures that inform and dictate social arrangements and interpersonal interactions. Since 
power in many societies has been used as a form of control, grassroots activists and feminists 
have been working on promoting power as a notion of empowerment where issues that affect 
women are concerned and promote it in forms where people gain power and the inequalities 
that involve the marginalised are used to their benefit (Yuval-Davis, 2011). Unpacking 
arguments and ideas around power and using intersectionality as an analytical tool, allows us 
to understand that social divisions share some features that are interlinked and have a causal 
effect on each other; in other words, they are all informed by context which shapes experience 
(Yuval-Davis, 2011). 
Intersectionality also seeks to enlighten and strengthen the understanding of issues that are 
constantly ignored, silenced or overlooked with the aim of challenging the generalisations and 
the universalisation of people’s experiences (Yuval-Davis, 2011; Collins and Bilge, 2016). 
This means that this analytical tool allows people, particularly feminists, to understand 
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individual people’s experiences based on various factors that affect their lives. Rospenda, 
Richman and Nawyn (1998) identified factors such as gender, race, and class positions as 
contributors to power abuses and violence towards women in many societies. bell hooks’ work 
of 1981, with the title or expression “Ain’t I a woman”, highlighted the fact that there is a 
dynamic amongst gender, race, class, sexuality and discrimination in any given society – that 
is, intersecting factors do not exist in isolation as they all contribute to shaping individual 
experiences (hooks, 1981; Crenshaw, 1993; Stewart and Zaaiman, 2015). An intersectional 
relationship amongst these is therefore crucial for understanding the social positioning of 
individuals in societies. Although an intersectional approach is often used to understand power 
abuses and dynamics when looking into collective issues of violence against women, Yuval-
Davis (2011) argues that it is important to account for and to acknowledge diversity of identities 
in these groups of women. In this way, tensions within groups will be avoided in an attempt to 
pursue a unified gender struggle and movement while recognising the different experiences of 
different women (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Thus, in these movements, different people’s needs will 
be individually considered while working towards a common goal. 
Intersectionalities that may affect sexual harassment in the workplace include sex, race and 
class positions (Rospenda et al., 1998). These intersecting factors make way for multiple 
oppressions in such a way that women, racial minorities, and those with precarious positions 
and least authority in the workplace are mostly vulnerable to sexual harassment (Rospenda et 
al., 1998).  In many cases involving women who threaten men’s dominance, men tend to target 
those women in order to try regain or re-establish their dominance against these women as a 
way to regulate the interaction between them (Rospenda et al., 1998; Manuel, 2017; Tshoaedi, 
2017). In many workplaces, there are hierarchical leadership and occupational structures that 
are gendered and place men in strategic positions of power. A study on unions conducted by 
Tshoaedi (2017) suggested that most men in patriarchal societies enjoy access to power and 
economic resources which enable them to gate-keep women’s access to employment and 
economic opportunities. These positions often also entitle them to have control over women’s 
bodies and sexualities without any consequences for their abuse of power, as it is seen as an 
expected gender performance (Tshoaedi, 2017). Normalising such perceptions with regards to 
sexual harassment results in women being susceptible to crimes of a sexual nature, and inclines 
people in societies to internalise the norms which may be dangerous for the people targeted.  
Additionally, universities as masculinist institutions privilege and protect dominant male 
perspectives and their power, and this, according to Erye (2010) and Tshoaedi (2017), is a 
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result of frameworks that are focused on the legalistic approaches towards dealing with sexual 
harassment, where survivors are pressured to provide evidence for their claims. In cases where 
there is a lack of evidence, complaints have been dismissed even by personnel who have been 
entrusted with the safety of the survivors (Tshoaedi, 2017). This further shows the privileges 
that men enjoy for being heterosexual and male and occupying positions of power as opposed 
to their victims. Tshoaedi (2017) added that when these men gain or have access to power, they 
often feel entitled to control women’s bodies and sexuality, and where the subordinates are 
women, they are forced to willingly tolerate sexual harassment as a condition of the gender 
hierarchy. 
3.4.1. Using Intersectionality to Understand African Societies 
Since intersectionalities are used to understand a wide range of factors and how they shape and 
affect people’s lives, Stewart and Zaaiman (2015:208) argue that simply mentioning or using 
the factors that make up intersectionalities is not enough. Thus, it is appropriate to make the 
links between intersectionalities and to trace how they form or shape peoples’ experiences 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006). Finding context within them is also vital as it helps with understanding 
individuals within societies, and with intersectionalities coming into play, there are also 
identity struggles and politics (Salo and Mama, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2011;). According to Davis 
(2002, cited in Stewart and Zaaiman, 2015:209), “all identity struggles are characterised by the 
establishment of the identity against the societal definitions that were largely formed by 
oppression.” These identities must therefore be “normalised” through establishing or 
acknowledging some basic rights which will ultimately eliminate certain types of 
discriminations within those societies (Yuval-Davis, 2006).  
To normalise African identities, African feminists use the social movement of African 
feminism. Amina Mama describes the feminist movement in Africa as a “refusal of oppression 
and a commitment to struggling for women’s liberation from all forms of oppression…” (Salo 
and Mama, 2001:59). Mama frames African feminism as a part of the feminist movement that 
allows Africans or people of colour to understand the agendas that shape and influence 
“reactionary women’s movements” throughout the continent (Salo, 2001). Furthermore, she 
makes a statement that understanding African women within a “global grid of patriarchal 
power, all the social, political and economic injustices…” will also contribute to an 
understanding of the prevalence of war and militarism, and the “limited manifestation of 
individuality, sociality and politics in patriarchal societies” (Salo, 2001:3). This means that 
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understanding African women’s experiences requires looking at the various factors or 
intersectionalities that shape their lives and analysing those intersectionalities in relation to 
these women’s identities. Additionally, the African feminist movement is also unifying 
between African women. Collins (1989) and Ritzer and Stepnisky (2014) state that every 
society, as diverse as it may be, must identify a certain factor or point of unity that will allow 
its denizens to explore this diversity, thereby allowing them to redefine themselves and claim 
a certain type of power. This will allow African women to pursue common goals and inform 
policy making within spaces that facilitate social change, and thus be active agents in society 
(Salo and Mama, 2001; Yuval-Davis, 2011). From this, principles of African feminisms can be 
said to be suitable for informing African social movements that advocate for social change.
   
The African feminist movement is informed by African feminism. African feminism is used 
to understand sexual harassment in universities, and it is used as a fundamental tool to 
understand intersectionalities in African societies. African feminism is defined by Mekgwe 
(2003:7) as a discourse that “takes care to delineate concerns peculiar to the African situation. 
It also questions features of traditional African cultures without denigrating them, 
understanding that these might be viewed differently by different women.” In addition, African 
feminism also recognises the inequalities and limitations that existed and exist for African 
women, and advocates for certain specific needs and goals that cater to the realities of women’s 
lives in African societies (Mekgwe, 2003). Chilisa and Ntseane (2010) further state that African 
feminisms reject dominant narratives that reduce and generalise the conditions of African 
women, through emphasising and focusing on the agency and lived experiences of people to 
produce knowledge that is contextually relevant and heals the individual, the community and 
the larger socio-cultural context. In this study, the theory assists in unpacking and 
understanding the experiences of female students within the university space in a patriarchal 
society, and how the violent legacies of colonialism and apartheid in South Africa have shaped 
these. Thus, through exposing the violence that these women experience and using feminist 
theories to understand the experiences, they will be empowered by activism that is specifically 
shaped by strategies of resistance, noncompliance and strategic combinations of complex 
resistance and co-operation (Salo and Mama, 2001). This is essentially the aim of the study, as 
mentioned earlier: to develop and establish a network of support for students, with the help of 
the structures put in place at the university such as PsyCaD and Student Affairs, to not comply 
with norms that justify sexual harassment of female students in universities.  
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Moreover, since continuous violence against women’s bodies is said to be a means to regulate 
and punish women in order to maintain patriarchal power relations, it is therefore important to 
complement African feminism with the theory of masculinity because of its usefulness in 
understanding how the patriarchal nature of society enables misogynistic behaviours against 
women (Connell, 2005; Morrell, Jewkes and Lindegger, 2012; Armstrong and Mahone, 2017; 
Dery, 2020). These are central in understanding issues that have to do with violence against 
women in African societies. In addition, the theory also highlights power and masculinities as 
central in sexual harassment research, particularly when considering male domination as 
constantly reproduced and reconstituted through unequal gender relations (Connell, 2005b; 
Wedgwood, 2009). This reproduction of male dominance is therefore not merely about exerting 
power but about reinforcing “hetero-patriarchy” which has to do with the domination of 
“converging power regimes of gender and heterosexist oppressions” (Erye, 2010:295; 
Tshoaedi, 2017:141). It is also about maintaining power in order to continue to control 
individuals and groups in society. 
3.4.2. Feminist Standpoints on Power 
Sexual harassment is viewed differently by different divisions within the feminist movement.  
Firstly, liberal feminism has to do with the achievement of equal political, legal, and social 
rights for women (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2014). This standpoint locates sexual harassment and 
solutions towards it in knowledge of the issue, the roles that people play in shaping experiences 
of sexual harassment and behaviours of people in challenging existing social norms and 
institutions rather than solely relying on political processes (Erye, 2010; Ritzer and Stepnisky, 
2014). Secondly, there is radical feminism which is a perspective that challenges male 
supremacy in all social and economic contexts (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2014). It also focuses on 
patriarchal domination of women and seeks to do away with the oppression of women through 
overthrowing the capitalist system (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2014). Lastly, Marxist feminism is a 
perspective that has to do with recognising that women are oppressed and attributing the 
oppression to the capitalist system (Bisong and Ekanem, 2014). This perspective also argues 
that the only way to free women from oppression is to subvert the capitalist system (Ritzer and 
Stepnisky, 2014). Given these points, it can be said that liberal feminism traces its power in 
empowering people to be agents of their lives, radical feminism traces power in challenging 
and doing away with patriarchy as a normalised social norm, and Marxist socialism in 
challenging capitalism as a means of ending oppression of women in society. Thus, it can be 
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said that there is a similarity in all the perspectives, and the similarity has to do with challenging 
gender oppressions and inequalities in society. 
3.5. Conclusion 
In conclusion, this chapter discussed theories that helped in unpacking the issue of sexual 
harassment in university spaces taking into consideration how societal norms that exist 
influence and enable it. Many scholars argue that sexual harassment and GBV are about a failed 
gender performance and this is according to definitions that do not meet that of hegemonic 
masculinity. This required feminists to use the concept of intersectionality which allowed them 
to unpack and see all dimensions of social issues and social arrangements, and how individuals 
in society are affected by these. To understand these intersectionalities, feminists used 
Foucault’s arguments on power, which affects individual experiences of people given that it is 
enforced and exercised in different ways informed by context. This account allowed me to 
unpack how women students’ different experiences were affected by the power that their 
perpetrators assumed because of their gender. In addition, the chapter discussed ideas around 
African feminism and issues around power dynamics in a patriarchal society. All of these were 
used in the study to unpack and understand gender inequalities and related intersectionalities 
which place woman students in a compromising situation, vulnerable to being sexually 
harassed within the university.  
The next chapter discusses the qualitative methods employed in the exploration of the hidden 





Chapter 4. A Qualitative Exploration of the Experiences 
of Sexual Harassment on a UJ Campus 
 
4.1. Introduction 
This chapter outlines the research philosophy that guided the methods used to answer the 
research question: What are the lived experiences of women students who have been 
sexually harassed at the University of Johannesburg? The chapter discusses in detail the 
methods that were employed in the research study and the qualitative research approach that 
was used for the study. The chapter also discusses the chosen research site and how the research 
participants were chosen or selected. Subsequently, the chapter discusses alternative data 
collection methods and tools of data analysis that were adopted, in addition to those initially 
selected, because of the Covid-19 outbreak that disrupted fieldwork arrangements. This chapter 
also offers my reflections on the research process, and ethical considerations throughout the 
study process. 
4.2. Research Methodology  
This study was exploratory and was conducted in order to understand a phenomenon that has 
not been studied clearly, and to provide a better understanding of existing problems (Bless, 
Higson-Smith and Sithole, 2013). To do this, I used an interpretivist methodological approach 
which is rooted in the assumption that the world is subject to “multiple interpretations”, 
perspectives and meanings (Babbie and Mouton, 2008; 130). It was important for me to use 
this research philosophy because the social world and events that occur in it are better 
understood and explored using qualitative methods of study (Bless et al., 2013; Babbie and 
Mouton, 2008). Through this approach, I managed to explore and develop a deeper 
understanding of sexual harassment as a social problem for woman students within university 
spaces. This is supported by Erye (2010) and Omar (2019) when stating that sexual harassment 
of women students in universities is a significant and challenging problem, as it manifests in 
different ways and is a form of sexual abuse of women students by their male counterparts.  
Guided by the qualitative methodology, I conducted interviews with participants and analysed 
interview transcripts in order to obtain qualitative data that aided the understanding of these 
women’s experiences and how they created meaning based on their experiences. As articulated 
in the subsection on alternative ways of gathering data, I collected data using webinars to 
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complement the interviews. These, according to Batisai (2020), are much-needed spaces 
created by academics, scholars and interested stakeholders to engage in debates where 
academics respond to key theoretical, methodological, and empirical questions on GBV and 
femicide in the country. 
4.2.1. Strengths and Criticisms of Intersectional Approaches to Power 
As a theoretical approach, intersectionality can encourage activism and empowerment. 
According to Shields (2008:309), the goal of an activist scientific approach is to inform policy 
with the aim of changing people’s lived experiences. Thus, through understanding 
intersectionalities, a more evidence-informed approach can be developed. In a study on 
domestic violence, Bongrad (1999), cited in Shields (2008), states that the central issues of 
domestic violence towards women were not addressed in previous studies as researchers did 
not go beyond their informed perspectives to study and understand individual experiences. 
Thus, an intersectional approach that studies individuals and their specific experiences allows 
researchers to move beyond their comfort zone and to come up with unique approaches to 
situations (Shields, 2008). A practical example of a theoretical approach informing policy and 
encouraging activism is the social movement of feminism over several decades. This 
movement enabled people to see the world from others’ standpoints, thereby allowing the 
outsiders to effectively understand and identify with their counterparts, thus giving rise to many 
social movements for change, particularly for women (Stewart and Zaaiman, 2015:209; See 
also Mama, 1997 and Shields, 2008). Thus, this theoretical approach is vital in facilitating 
social change for various social groups, which gives these groups the power of influence in 
calls for justice. 
Contrasting arguments attest, that although intersectionality was originally used for 
transformative, counter-hegemonic knowledge production, radical politics and social justice, 
the term has recently started to be used for colonised and neo-liberal regimes, as Bilge and 
Collins (2016:407) claim. This means that people in positions of power may use it for self-gain 
and not to pursue justice for the greater good. For example, in Bilge and Collins’ (2016) chapter 
titled “Intersectionality Undone: Saving Intersectionality from Feminist Intersectionality 
Studies”, it is noted that dominant groups meet various ideological and institutional goals 
through manipulating minority struggles and incorporating them into market driven strategies 
that ultimately benefit them. Furthermore, Crenshaw (1993:112) states that “political strategies 
that challenge only certain subordinating practices” maintain existing hierarchies through 
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marginalising those who are subordinated by multiple systems of oppression. What this means 
is that, although these strategies and movements advocate for people’s political rights, it may 
be easy for them to lose sight of some tools of intersectionality when applying it or using it. 
For instance, Bilge and Collins (2016) states that during a New York City SlutWalk movement 
on 1 October 2011 – a movement formed to protest the shaming and blaming of women who 
wear clothing that invites sexual attention alleged to cause sexual assault – there were at least 
two young White women who had placards that read: “Woman is the N* of the world.” Since 
Black women have historically been labelled as improper and sexually promiscuous, this 
caused a lot of issues between the organisers of SlutWalk and Black women’s organisations in 
the USA, in such a way that representatives for Black women stated that “[they] do not have 
the privilege or the space to call [themselves] ‘slut’ without validating the already historically 
entrenched ideology and recurring messages about what and who the Black woman is. [They] 
don’t have the privilege to play on destructive representations burned in [their] collective 
minds, on [their] bodies and souls for generations ~ Black Women’s Blueprint 2011” (Bilge 
and Collins, 2016:406). For this reason, social movements need to constantly reflect on their 
intersectionality such that they do not marginalise and further discriminate against certain 
members within the groups that they are representing. For these reasons, social movements 
should be careful not to lose sight of certain intersectional factors when forming movements 
as it takes power away from in-group members, therefore sabotaging the main aim of 
empowering the marginalised and vulnerable when in search for group justice (Yuval-Davis, 
2011). From this, it is clear that attempting to use an intersectional approach and applying 
intersectionalities in spaces used to empower and understand social groups and their issues can 
be challenging, thus threatening the power that these groups may gain through their agency.  
4.3. Research Site 
The University of Johannesburg (UJ), one of two universities in Johannesburg, was selected as 
the research site for this study. UJ was formed in January 2005 through the merging of 
independent institutions of higher learning: Rand Afrikaans University (RAU), Soweto Vista 
University, and the Technikon Witwatersrand (Africa in Motion, 2018). It has four campuses, 
namely Auckland Park Kingsway Campus, Auckland Park Bunting Road, Doornfontein, and 
Soweto. UJ was selected because the study focused on the lived experiences of students from 
the university, and because I took an interest in sexual harassment of women students and GBV 
in general as a member of Nzingha UJ, a women’s student organisation that advocates for the 
rights of women students on and off campus. After interactions with some of my fellow 
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students during society meetings and activities, I discovered that some of them had been 
exposed to actions and behaviours that may be attributed and related to sexual harassment. 
Thus, I decided to conduct a study that explores and narrates these experiences within the broad 
social problem of GBV in South Africa. 
4.4. Selection of and Access to the Participants 
The qualitative approach that I used in this study was essential for the intended purpose of the 
study, which was to conduct an in-depth study on the lived experiences of women students. 
Guided by the qualitative approach, I used non-probability sampling methods to select research 
participants. According to Bless et al. (2013), in non-probability sampling, certain members of 
the population are more likely to be chosen than others based on specific criteria set by the 
researcher. Employing this sampling method helped to narrow down who in the university was 
relevant with regards to this study topic, based on the set criteria about my sample. Women 
students who have experienced sexual harassment at UJ were the target population for this 
study. This is because the narratives of incidents of sexual harassment, whether reported or not, 
helped to inform the exploration of the experiences of being a woman and a student in a 
university space that is often shaped by patriarchal culture, norms and values (Erye, 2010). The 
narratives help in understanding and unpacking the ways in which that culture and those norms 
and values may enable sexual harassment. I also employed purposive sampling and snowball 
sampling to select and locate research participants in this study. Purposive sampling includes 
purposefully choosing research participants based on identified criteria that are essential (Bless 
et al., 2013). I chose to use purposive sampling as the study specifically investigated narratives 
of women students, and so this helped me find participants who have had a lived experience of 
sexual harassment. Snowball sampling involves locating participants from the suggestions of 
those who are participating in the study (Bless et al., 2013).  
Before embarking on my master’s studies, I was previously a member of a women’s student 
organisation, Nzingha UJ, and during that time I had spoken to quite a few students who had 
shared their experience of being made to feel uncomfortable by their male counterparts and 
male lecturers. From then, I read up on such sexual misconduct and harassment, from which I 
identified their experiences as sexual harassment. Upon starting with my MA research, I had 
interacted with many women students, but I was only still in contact with a few who are 
currently postgraduate students. Given that the topic of sexual harassment is sensitive, I 
intended to employ snowball sampling through my network and the participant’s networks 
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during the study process in order to get to other participants with a similar experience. These 
were intended to help to get data that is specific and relevant to the objectives and goals of this 
study. From the beginning of this study process, I knew that gaining access to participants 
would be challenging, I was however not aware of the extent of the difficulty in gaining access 
and asking women students to participate, given that sexual harassment is a sensitive topic and 
not many people feel comfortable discussing it.  
Firstly, I had to locate potential study participants, build some rapport with them and then ask 
them to participate in the study. To begin the process of locating participants, I approached and 
spoke to the network of friends I had made in the women’s society about my intended study 
for my MA and explained all the details of the study with the intention of including and asking 
them for help with my study. I waited a couple of days before I heard from the women I had 
spoken to. Upon hearing from them, I asked for the contact numbers of potential participants 
who I was not in contact with and then immediately made the calls and arranged to meet with 
them and ask them to be part of the study. All three women students that I had spoken to agreed 
that we meet on campus to talk in detail about my study and to let them ask questions if they 
had any. However, I only managed to meet with two in person. I met with them separately at 
the UJ student centre at Aukland Park campus (APK). The other woman student that I spoke 
to could not meet in person, but I spoke to her on the phone and explained the details of the 
study and she consented on the phone to being part of the study.  
The intended number of participants was eight to ten, and this number of participants was 
adequate because in-depth interviews were to be used and the experiences of participants were 
to be explored extensively. As I had only identified four potential participants, it was important 
for me to contact my network and several university officials for help in locating more people. 
The first thing I included in every communication with anyone who did not know me personally 
was my name and surname, and then I had to mention that I was conducting a study in 
fulfilment of my master’s degree in sociology. I believed that mentioning my education would 
make it easy to gain access to the people I had contacted. 
Initially, most of the women students I had spoken to said they would think about participating 
in the study and get back to me, but after a few days I had received a response from only one 
of the women agreeing to be part of the study. I then had to follow up with the others about 
participating in the study, and they declined. I then sent an email to PsyCaD to ask for help 
with locating women students who had been sexually harassed and would be willing to 
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participate in the study. I received an email the next day from one of the psychologists at 
PsyCaD with the details of a woman student who was willing to talk to me about her 
experience. I contacted her by email, and we communicated back and forth for about two days, 
arranging for an interview. We agreed on a time and met in an office on campus for the 
interview.  
The next section outlines how I went about data collection for this study.   
4.5. Data Collection  
Qualitative research requires that the researchers must be directly involved with their 
participants. To collect data from my participants, I had to meet with them face-to-face. 
Collecting data using face-face interviews has benefits that include, firstly, that researchers and 
research participants can connect in ways that make participants feel that the researcher 
somehow understands what they are feeling (Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004). This makes 
participants feel safe and understood in a way that they can easily let their guard down and 
openly talk about their feelings and share their emotions. Secondly, face-to-face interviews 
allow researchers to capture non-verbal cues through the participant’s body language (Bless et 
al., 2013). Sturges and Hanrahan (2004) add that body language accurately communicates and 
conveys many details about a participant’s feelings that an online or virtual interview cannot. 
For instance, researchers can detect participants’ anxiety and moments of confusion as well as 
clarifying certain questions to the participants. 
To gather data, I first had to come up with an interview guide that consisted of a set of semi-
structured questions that would guide me during the interviews and stimulate the conversations 
between myself and the participants. Bless et al. (2013) state that semi-structured interviews 
are important in qualitative research as they allow and help researchers to get clarity on 
concepts and problems through probing their participants’ responses. Semi-structured 
interviews also allow the researcher to be creative and ask other questions that may be related 
to the study topic, even when they were not previously included in the interview guide (Bless 
et al., 2013). In addition, these make the interviews less rigid and boring; that is, relevant 
questions are asked in any order, depending on the direction of the conversation.  
The first thing that I had to do was to ensure that the participants understood the questions I 
was asking and knew the study objectives so that they would feel confident with their 
responses. This also meant that I had to allow the participants to ask questions and raise their 
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concerns before signing a consent form, since they had to be comfortable and feel free to talk 
and narrate their experiences. I was also required to record the interview on my smartphone 
and write down some notes in a journal about participants and my own behaviours, so that I 
could later report on these. Starting data collection was very exciting for me, even when I knew 
that there would be challenges with regards to finding participants. I planned and sent out 
emails and messages to everyone I could in order to get help with the study. However, after 
many failed attempts to find participants, already described above, I felt discouraged and 
defeated. It was through consulting with my supervisors and members of my network that I got 
encouragement to continue trying to find participants. Conducting my first interview with 
Lungile (a pseudonym) was a bit overwhelming. It was my first interview after a while of trying 
to get participants and so I was anxious about how the interview would go. She was, however, 
very comfortable with talking to me about her experience and the interview continued more 
like a conversation. 
My second interview with Bianca (pseudonym) was very interesting. She was also very 
comfortable talking to me. The interview was long, and Bianca had a lot to say about her 
experience and sexual harassment in general. The interview was a little less overwhelming 
since I had heard the story before, and she and I spoke before the interview day and discussed 
her concerns and how the questions were structured. The interview with her did, however, 
make me anxious because I had to do it over WhatsApp video call due to the Covid-19 
pandemic. My main concern was recording the conversation so that I would be able to 
transcribe and analyse it. Although we had a recording issue, the interview ended up going well 
and we had a very nice conversation. 
Each interview was challenging in different ways and challenged me as a researcher to be 
creative with ways of going about data collection. I constantly had to revisit my ethical 
guidelines, and where I shared perceptions with my participants, I was cautious not to impose 
my opinions on the issue. Although I had a prior knowledge of sexual harassment in 
universities and pre-assumptions as an insider, I realised that both my interview participants 
interpreted their experience in their own way and went about dealing with it in different ways. 
Thus, my openness when analysing the data was important as it helped me to avoid interpreting 
the data I had gathered in a biased way. 
Although the intended number of participants was eight to ten, I ended up conducting only one 
face-to-face interview because identifying research participants in this study was problematic. 
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There was even less hope after the outbreak of COVID-19 when the government decided to 
put the country on lockdown. This made data collection for my study seem impossible, but 
after brainstorming with a friend who is also a student, we realised that we had to explore other 
methods of gathering data as a way forward.  I immediately emailed my supervisors about the 
options, and they advised me accordingly and approved the alternative methodological 
approaches. 
4.5.1. Different Ways of Gathering Data  
Although traditional methods of gathering data such as face-to-face interaction are mostly 
recommended in social research, exploring other methods of gathering data simplified how the 
research was done because modern technologies eliminated the limitations caused by physical 
distancing and time. In addition to the single face-to-face interview, I interviewed only one 
other participant virtually, via WhatsApp video call. On 1 April, I received a WhatsApp 
message from Bianca, one of the women students I had spoken to sometime in February, and 
she was offering to take part in the study. She told me that after carefully reflecting on what 
happened to her, she decided to take part in the interview and come out with her story. I sent 
her the information sheet and a consent form to sign before we could arrange for the interview. 
We arranged to do the interview on a WhatsApp video call the following Monday during the 
day, but due to her own academic commitments, Bianca had to cancel, and we rescheduled for 
Tuesday evening. I was very anxious and nervous about conducting the interview as it was my 
first time doing this over a video call. I also had a few uncertainties about recording the 
conversation and whether the network would be a problem. I made a call to Bianca on Tuesday 
evening as discussed and we went on with the interview. She seemed a little nervous, but her 
responses were very detailed, and she was engaged in the conversation. Overall, the interview 
went more like a conversation than an interview. 
Initially, I did not know how I would record the interview so that I would be able to transcribe 
it, but I found a voice recording app on the Google App store that could help me do this. Virtual 
and technology-based fieldwork comes with a few challenges in terms of technical know-how 
and connection issues (Eysenbach and Till, 2001). The app that I had downloaded worked 
perfectly for about four or five days before the interview and was still working on the day of 
the interview, so I was under the impression that the interview would be recorded. I 
instinctually decided to record the conversation on my laptop ten minutes into the interview. I 
was afraid that there would be an issue with the app that would interfere with recording of the 
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interview, and so the laptop recording was supposed to be my backup in case the recording app 
failed or crashed. Indeed, there was an issue with the recorder on my phone. I then had to ask 
Bianca to send me a voice note answering the first few questions on the interview guide so that 
I could have a complete interview transcript. Despite the technical challenges, the overall 
experience concurred with the debates that taking advantage of the fourth industrial revolution 
may improve ways of doing research through making data gathering, capturing and storing 
easy and accessible to everyone involved in the research process (Sundström, 2001; Chaurasia, 
2019).  
Although internet-based research can be a rich source of qualitative data collection, methods 
involved may come with ethical implications in research. According to Brownlow and O’Dell 
(2002) and Eysenbach and Till (2001), there are issues of privacy and confidentiality, informed 
consent and respect for others involved. Internet material can also be accessible to anyone on 
the global net, and this has to do with the extent to which some websites and web pages are not 
secured by being put under private or public access settings (Eysenbach and Till, 2001). Thus, 
conversations and information shared between people can end up being accessed by others 
intentionally or by mistake. To avoid violating ethical principles that have to do with internet-
based research I first made sure that I informed Bianca about recording the conversation so that 
I could transcribe at a later stage. I also made sure that I did not fiddle with any device during 
the interview to avoid unintentionally allowing anyone access to the conversation. Vitak, 
Shilton and Ashktorab (2016) add that internet-based research and data collection methods 
make it difficult to honour the principle of respecting others in research. The principle often 
has to do with participants being unaware of the monitoring of the type of data that is collected 
from them and protecting it using privacy settings provided by social network sites, since 
people allied with host platforms may still have access to the data (Brownlow and O’Dell, 
2002; Vitak, Shilton and Ashktorab, 2016). Researchers therefore need to take into 
consideration the kind of exposure they might subject their participants to while collecting data 
online, account for it, and allow participants to decide whether to take the risk. In addition to 
my original privacy settings on my WhatsApp account, I had to further protect the conversation 
between Bianca and I from being accessed by anyone else, and so I saved the recording on a 
cloud account protected by a password that only I know and deleted recording copies in other 
devices. 
The lockdown also forced me to consider other ways of collecting data that would help support 
the interviews that I had conducted. To complement the interview data, I had to combine these 
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two interviews with in-depth information gathered through a series of webinars that I attended. 
These include a webinar titled “Violence Against Black Women’s Bodies in Post-Apartheid 
South Africa”, organised by the Centre for Sociological Research and Practice, and another 
webinar titled “Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in Institutions of Higher Education”, 
organised by the Joint Gender Fund.  The webinars served as the best alternative, allowing me 
to hear from academics about their interests and concerns on issues of sexual harassment in 
higher education. Additionally, in the context of Covid-19 and the implementation of the 
lockdown, webinars became platforms through which many scholars and activists connected 
with and engaged stakeholders interested in discussions and debates on possible ways of 
dealing with the scourge of GBV and femicide, not only in universities but in the country as a 
whole (Batisai, 2020). Furthermore, I used already available case study materials drawn from 
academic and newspaper articles and recorded webinars and TV programmes on sexual 
harassment, GBV, femicide and sexual violence in South Africa The decision to combine 
primary data and content analysis served as a plausible methodological way forward for 
unpacking UJ students' lived experiences of sexual harassment by their male counterparts and 
lecturers in university campuses, and it simultaneously counteracted the fact of having few 
interviews. 
As stated before, I incorporated content analysis to support the narratives and webinars that I 
used to collect data and analyse it for this study. Krippendorff (2004) states that content analysis 
is a systematic and rigorous research technique that allows researchers to make replicable and 
valid conclusions from texts or other meaningful data sources and adapt or use them for the 
contexts of their research studies. As such, I was able to use the content and the data from the 
interviews to further unpack and understand problematic social arrangements that influence 
and affect sexual harassment in universities. Through combining these methodological 
approaches, I was able to analyse data and outline what the existing and collected data 
suggested about the lived experiences of sexual harassment of women students on UJ 
campuses. Reviewing case-studies and other content also allowed me to make conclusions 
about the hidden nature of sexual harassment on the campuses. 
4.5.2. Gathering Data on a Sensitive Topic with a Hidden Nature 
Preparation for data collection began around November 2019 and that was when the interview 
guide, consent forms and information sheets were approved by my supervisors. I then started 
contacting members of my network to help me locate the participants I had already identified 
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from my previous interactions with them at Nzingha in 2015. A lot of them were very eager to 
help and I was able to get the contact details for two women students who I had not been in 
contact with since 2015.  
I went to Student Affairs to ask for help and enquire about how many reports of incidents they 
got on average in six months or a year. When I got to the floor that Student Affairs is on, I was 
directed to a gentleman who was said to be the assistant to the director of the division that dealt 
with sexual harassment and assault on campus. He advised me to send an email to his senior 
with all the details of my study and wait to hear from the person. I waited close to two weeks 
and then I decided to go back one morning to find out why I had not gotten a response. Upon 
my arrival there I ran into one of my colleagues in master’s who offered to find out what the 
delay was in the response and promised to report back to me. She sent me a WhatsApp message 
the next day with office hours and a personal number for Lisa Meyer (pseudonym) to call for 
an appointment. I immediately called and the number was engaged. I called again after a few 
minutes and the number was not going through. I then went back the next day, which was a 
Friday, to see if I could steal a few minutes with Lisa and have a quick chat about my study, 
but she was not in her office when I got there. I decided to talk to her assistant who informed 
me that they would not be able to disclose any information about the survivors that had 
approached them, and he did not have any specific information about any of the questions I 
was asking. After another week of waiting, I decided to give up on seeking help from them.  
Around the same time that I contacted Student Affairs, I was in contact with a woman student 
– I will call her Connie – who had previously shared her experience of sexual harassment at 
the department that she was working in as a tutor at the time. I decided to call her for the first 
time after about two years without any communication. I spoke to her about my study and 
asked her if she would be willing to meet with me to catch up and talk more about my study. 
We both agreed to arrange over WhatsApp about a date. As a fellow student in Humanities, I 
thought it would be easy to get her to agree to participate in my study as she had done a study 
for her masters involving vulnerable people, and she had also struggled to find participants. I 
called her after a few days without a response and she mentioned being a little preoccupied 
with work and her PhD, but said she would be on campus the following Monday and that we 
could meet at the student centre around 11a.m. She also asked me to send her the information 
sheet and consent form in preparation for our next scheduled meeting, and I did so immediately. 
The following Monday, I arrived at the student centre around 10:45 and waited near the 
Standard Bank ATM. After waiting for 45 minutes, Connie sent a WhatsApp message 
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cancelling the meeting, and when I called her later that day, she did not answer her phone. She 
continued to avoid my phone calls for about a week and I decided to stop calling her after 
revisiting and considering ethical guidelines of voluntary participation and not coercing 
participants. It was important for me to not violate these as this could compromise my entire 
study and would compromise my credibility and eligibility for the master’s degree.  
One of my friends on campus mentioned knowing someone from her department who had told 
her about an uncomfortable encounter with one of the lecturers in their department. This friend 
of mine offered to talk to Ava (pseudonym) to see if she would be willing to talk to me about 
her experience. I gave her the information sheet to take with her so that Ava would have an 
idea of what the research project was about, and so that Ava could contact me should she wish 
to. My friend got back to me a few days later and told me that Ava dismissed the topic as soon 
as it was brought up and told her that she had gotten over what had happened. This friend also 
mentioned that Ava had told her that it happened a long time ago and that talking about it would 
not make a difference.  
I then approached two other women students, Palesa and Bianca (pseudonyms), who I knew 
had been sexually harassed by the same man in their department. When I spoke to Bianca on 
the phone about the meeting, she said she would bring Palesa along so that we could all talk 
about my study. We agreed to meet around 12:30pm at the Arts Centre on a Wednesday. They 
both work in the same department and we had spoken about the incidents just after they 
happened in 2017. 
Bianca and I were chatting back and forth in the days leading to our meeting and that morning 
she confirmed that we could still meet. I got there five minutes early and bought myself a frozen 
beverage while waiting, and they arrived together a few minutes after me and bought 
themselves cold beverages as well. We then sat together, and I started explaining to them about 
my study. Both Bianca and Palesa were a little uneasy when I mentioned that I would have to 
record the interviews when they narrated their experiences. I gave them both the information 
sheets and asked them to read and let me know if they would be comfortable participating in 
the study. They were both quick to dismiss discussing it further. Palesa told me that she did not 
think she had experienced sexual harassment because this man had always been friendly, and 
he put his hand over her shoulder just once. She also admitted to feeling uncomfortable but 
was adamant about not labelling her experience as sexual harassment. Similarly, Bianca 
mentioned that this man had always been “nice”, and she did not want to cause trouble by 
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talking to me and being on record. She also mentioned that she had no intention of reporting 
or talking to any official about her experience and that even speaking to me would be a bad 
idea. They changed the topic and we continued to talk about what had been happening in their 
lives since the last time we saw each other.  
I felt a little discouraged after four failed attempts to get anyone to participate in the study, and 
so I decided to make contact with PsyCaD. I went to their offices and spoke to a lady at the 
front desk. At first, she told me that she did not know of anyone who can help me and has never 
had anyone come there for such help. After insisting that I was specifically referred there, 
another person walked in and overheard our conversation, acknowledged knowing of people 
who had come to their department for help, and then gave me an email address for the head of 
department at PsyCaD.  I sent out an email the same day and waited for a response. I received 
an email two days later from the head of department, who promised to pass on my request to 
the rest of her team for some help. The next day “Shirley” from PsyCaD sent me an email with 
some questions about the study and asked to meet with me to iron out some details and to 
clarify others. We arranged to meet the next day at noon in her office. I was at PsyCaD ten 
minutes before the set time and waited for Shirley. She was running behind schedule and I 
waited for about 20 minutes to see her. She finished with her client and invited me into her 
office. We spoke briefly about the study and then she started asking me questions about my 
target population and she gave me some advice about approaching the study and conducting 
interviews with vulnerable people, especially when exploring such a topic. She also added that 
she had a few people in mind to contact and would get back to me by the end of the following 
week. A week and half passed, and I sent an email asking for an update and then received a 
phone call from her explaining the challenges in getting the women students she had contacted 
to consent to participating. The primary reason they did not want to participate, according to 
her, was that they did not want a third party to know about their business. 
After the call with Shirley, I sent an email to my supervisors explaining what we had spoken 
about. The proposed way forward was to ask Shirley to conduct the interviews since she already 
had their trust, and they could easily communicate with her given the nature of her work. After 
sending out another email to her, she mentioned that her team leader was not in support of what 
we had proposed given the concern that being involved like that would interfere with her duties 
and compromise her primary responsibilities as a therapist. She also added that they were 
concerned that this kind of involvement would interfere with the therapeutic process for their 
clients. She promised, however, to continue trying to contact women students fitting the criteria 
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that I set for this study. This made me feel even more discouraged because I had hoped that 
contacting PsyCaD would make finding participants easy. However, a few days later I received 
an email from a gentleman at PsyCaD who explained that he knew and had already contacted 
a potential participant on my behalf. This made me very hopeful after a series of failed attempts 
to find participants. I received an email a few hours after the gentleman had informed me about 
Lungile. She and I communicated on email most of the time and that is how we arranged to 
meet the following day since her term tests were about to start and she would be busy studying. 
Lungile and I had planned to meet outside the library and decide where to have the interview, 
but I managed to secure a space in an office on campus that would be private enough for the 
interview. She sent me a WhatsApp message around the time we had planned to meet, and I 
informed her about the change of plans. After the quick update about where we should meet, 
Lungile showed up five minutes later. I met her outside, and when she arrived, she greeted and 
hugged me like I was someone she knew. I was a little uneasy, but I decided not to dwell much 
on the first encounter before we started with the interview. Lungile seemed very comfortable, 
and although I was a little nervous the interview went smoothly without any issues. 
I felt a little relieved after my first interview, but desperately continued to follow up with my 
network for help, as outlined in a previous section.  
4.6. Data Analysis 
The interviews were recorded on a smartphone and I transcribed them verbatim in preparation 
for data analysis. I also watched recorded webinars organised by scholars and used the 
presentations to support the narratives that I got from my participants. After transcribing, I had 
to analyse the data through thematic content analysis. Guided by Kumar (2005), data analysis 
involved interpreting data and identifying the key themes that came up in the research process. 
Key themes were also identified in the webinars, and in addition to these I used the literature 
to show similarities and overlaps in arguments about sexual harassment in universities in South 
Africa. The content analysis that I conducted also involved looking into verbal and non-verbal 
nuances that the participants communicated about their knowledge and experiences of the 
university space and what perpetuates the prevalence of sexual harassment. Information 
obtained from the webinars was also used to support the realities that exist in university spaces 
as experienced by the scholars and activists in comparison to the experiences of the women 
students that were interviewed.   
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During the first interview that I conducted, I observed Lungile’s body language as I asked the 
interview questions, and the way she responded, since these are also ways of communicating. 
The interview with Bianca was different as I could not analyse non-verbal communication 
during the interview, but I could tell that she was a little nervous at the beginning of the 
interview. I further conducted content analysis on written academic and opinion pieces, 
webinars, television shows, and documentaries on sexual harassment in universities. Most of 
the content used was from case studies done in South African universities and in South Africa, 
and the criteria for selecting these involved the focus of the study, the year of publication, to 
account for relevance to my current study, and the study objectives. To analyse the content, I 
had to read and understand the published work and highlight the main themes that could help 
with further supporting and understanding sexual harassment in universities as a social issue. 
In addition, I had to watch the recorded TV programs, webinars, and documentaries, make 
summaries and consolidate the main arguments aligned with what the study aimed to 
investigate in the beginning, and then started to make conclusions about what influence some 
societal norms and practices have on the prevalence and hidden nature of sexual harassment in 
universities. I then made comparisons and started to highlight the differences amongst the 
already existing content, that is, TV programme recordings and newspaper articles and the data 
that I obtained through the interviews and the webinars.  
I grouped the data based on similar themes and then I coded the data so that I could discuss 
similar data together and draw out similarities and differences when reporting on the findings. 
The analysis and findings chapter was a little challenging to write because I had to read back 
and forth between data and to compare with the interview data that I received, and I also had 
to make sure that the themes discussed in the literature and in the data were critically discussed 
and analysed.  
4.7. Reflections on my positionality 
Kumar (2005) argues that it is important for researchers to reflect on their actions, values, and 
perceptions in order to avoid influencing and having an impact on the research process. I used 
reflexive methods in order to ensure the trustworthiness of the study and rigour throughout, 
and this means that I was always self-critical, and I was mindful about my position in the 
research. Doing this allowed me to validate the experiences that I had when conducting the 
face-to-face interview with Lungile in the research. I also reflected on my positionality 
throughout the research process, and I was doing this by going through my notes and recordings 
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often in order to be thorough when analysing the data, writing it up and ultimately be thorough 
with the knowledge I produced.  
The intended purpose of this research project was to explore the hidden narratives of sexual 
harassment of women students by their male counterparts or lecturers in university spaces. My 
interest in this topic was sparked by my involvement in a woman student organisation and 
hearing women students share what they were going through daily in departments, classes, and 
social spaces on campus. Naturally, this means that I went into the field with pre-assumptions 
and some knowledge about sexual harassment in university spaces. However, it was essential 
for me to be open to hearing and considering other people’s perspectives on the topic. This was 
so that I could have a conscious consideration of the different factors that shape and influence 
the responses that I got from the participants when I explored and tried to understand their 
experiences. Salo and Mama (2001) states that people’s experiences are shaped by different 
social, economic, and political projects. Thus, through being reflexive, I was able to understand 
the responses from the participants based on their individual experiences regardless of my prior 
knowledge and ideas around sexual harassment. In addition, because of my insider identity as 
a woman student like the participants, I might interpret some parts of the data or their responses 
in a way they might not have been meant to be interpreted by an outsider. Reflecting on this 
allowed me to somewhat detach from the study in order to avoid any “leading” or 
misinterpretation of the study.  
Unluer (2012) and Bless et al. (2013) state that being an insider in research has its advantages 
and its challenges. Advantages of being an insider include being able to understand issues that 
the participants are facing and saving time on understanding factors affecting and contributing 
towards the issues. Insider researchers can relate to the participants and the interaction between 
them becomes easy as does being able to extract true data from the interview since there is an 
established intimacy (Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002). Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) state that being 
an insider can reduce issues and problems of accessibility to the participants, establish rapport, 
and deal with ethical concerns. For instance, my insider identity as a woman student allowed 
me to have access to a lot of platforms on and off campus, though my network, where issues 
of sexual harassment, assault and rape were discussed. In addition, it allowed me to interact 
with women and people from all walks of life. These platforms included Nzingha UJ, the Call-
to-Action protest outside the JSE, a film screening of Standing on Their Shoulders by Xoliswa 
Sithole, and a talk organised by the UN Women held in the UJ Humanities common room.  
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Being an insider in research has many advantages but there are also challenges associated with 
the positionality of insider researchers. For instance, Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) argue that 
insider-researchers may lose objectivity because of familiarity with the topic and the people 
being studied. Researchers may also unconsciously make wrong assumptions about the 
research and its processes based on bias informed by their previous knowledge (Bonner and 
Tolhurst, 2002; Saldin and Yaacob, 2016). For example, I was exposed to a lot of young women 
with whom I shared similar interests and experiences and that made me feel an increased sense 
of loyalty to them and especially empathy about their life experiences of living in a society like 
ours. I needed to reflect on this mostly because I had to document the narratives of sexually 
harassed women students and problematize their experiences in relation to the broader society. 
In so saying, I had to strive to maintain a marginal position that would allow me to see the 
problem for what it is, its causes and proposed strategies towards dealing with it. By doing this, 
I was able to consider all angles in the study topic, which allowed me to critically examine my 
feelings in each setting, my actions and reactions towards people and my relationship with 
them. Doing this also helped with decision making throughout the study process and to reason 
through and justify every action I took. With all this said, it was important for me to overcome 
the challenges that came with being an insider so that my study could be considered credible 
insider research, and also so that I did not violate ethical guidelines and principles that were set 
to guide my study. 
I was committed from the beginning to attend workshops and gender-centred initiatives and 
campaigns on and off campus. This was so I could stay informed about any developments on 
sexual harassment and assault in universities and in the country. I first attended a meeting with 
The Black Womxn Caucus at Wits University about partnering with Nzingha at UJ to help 
bring awareness to women’s issues on campuses and to be a voice for women students. This 
experience taught me that a lot is being done by young women in universities to bring about 
change and gender equality. In addition, there must be a shift that the government must make 
in its sense of responsibility and accountability for making higher education institutions into 
safe teaching and learning spaces for everyone. I attended the protest organised by the Call-to-
Action and other civil society organisations (CSOs) outside the JSE. Transport was organised 
to leave UJ Gate 2 at around 3:15am that Friday. We got to the JSE and a few protesters were 
already there. At first, the atmosphere was just neutral, and protesters were singing and 
grabbing placards brought by organisations that were there. At around 7 or 8am, emotions 
started flaring up and the atmosphere was filled with sadness and general anger. This was 
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brought on by the presence of the ANC women’s league and how they wanted to take the 
spotlight of the protest. The crowd had also grown larger. Many of us also showed our rejection 
of their presence by chanting “Khwezi! Khwezi!” while pushing them out of the centre of the 
crowd. It continued to be a very emotional day as we protested around Sandon’s most expensive 
square mile. At the end of the 13-hour protest day, a lot of demands of the CSOs were met and 
many organisations were open to negotiating about the funding of a policy framework that 
would be developed to fight against gender-based violence in the country. 
I also attended a screening of a film by Xoliswa Sithole titled Standing on Their Shoulders at 
Wits Humanities Building. The film highlights and documents women’s activism in South 
Africa from the 1950s to the Fees Must Fall and other fallist movements. The journey through 
time shows how dehumanising apartheid laws were challenged by South African women 
activists, and how cotemporary fallist movements and women’s activism remain visible in the 
country (Africa in Motion, 2018). In addition, the film also highlights continued struggles 
against patriarchy, race and class oppressions, and how women were silenced and continue to 
be silenced and marginalised in political movements (Africa in Motion, 2018). During the 
screening, a lot of us nodded and made emphatic interjections about some parts of the film and 
a few tears were also shed around the room after the filming. This was after Mam’ Xoliswa 
addressed all of us around the room and shared some of her experiences of the filming process 
and what she had gone through to make the film happen. Some of us also shared our feelings 
about the film, what we felt during the screening and what we took away from it. My takeaway 
was that our history has shaped our reality today, and most of our struggles as women have 
existed since a long time ago. In addition, the women’s movement and activism that existed in 
the 1950s continues to influence my generation of feminist activists. I also learned about how 
a lot of us at the screening not only have an interest in women’s issues because we are studying 
gender and issues related to it, but that a lot of us hide behind masks covering our daily 
struggles with misogyny and sexual harassment. Many of us also acknowledge that as women 
and as feminists in the invented spaces we meet, we continue to be a voice for the silenced and 
marginalised and we continue to be the voice for one another through social movements. I also 
learned a lot about the ANC women’s movement, and what Mam’ Helen Joseph’s generation 
of activists stood for. In addition, I learned about some women who were erased from history 
because of their resistance towards patriarchy and misogyny and continued dehumanisation of 
women and people of colour. Attending this screening also made me feel the “sisterhood” that 
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women of colour always speak of and preach around the African continent and the diaspora. I 
also empathised with most people who shared their life stories. 
I also attended a talk organised by the UN Women held at the UJ Humanities common room 
in October 2019 as a panellist, with online hashtags #Unite #orangetheworld and 
#16DaysofActivism. According to the chairperson, it was organised to bring awareness about 
gender-based violence to society since it was the 16 days of activism, and to increase awareness 
in universities. According to the panel, South African universities have recently become one 
of the hubs of sexual violence against women. This violence was said to be committed by male 
students and male lecturers against women students, but a lot of panellists also recounted that 
male students were being harassed at their respective UJ residences. In addition, a lot was also 
said about how toxic abusive behaviours by parents contribute to a new generation of men and 
women with abusive behaviours. What I learned from this experience is that a lot is being done 
around the country to educate university students about sexual harassment and assault on their 
campuses. In addition, although the focus is mostly on the abuse of women students, male 
students are also affected on campuses and in their residences. Overall, the things that I learned 
by being exposed to all the people I interacted with in the talk, the workshops, and the protest 
helped me to be sympathetic and empathic and also opened my eyes to a lot of social issues, 
dynamics and inequalities that are in some way affected by or affect GBV towards women. 
4.8. Audit Trail 
According to Carcary (2009), audit trails are important tools for research as they allow 
researchers to seek clarity and accuracy when they have finished with their interviews. I created 
an audit trail for this research as I went through the process by keeping all the documents I used 
for this study. The documents included the field notes that I took when I conducted the 
interviews, and I also kept the notes that I took down when I was transcribing, as well as the 
notes that I jotted down for possible themes as I was coding and arranging the data so that I 
could discuss it in categories. 
4.9. Ethical considerations 
This study was reviewed by and gained ethical clearance from the Faculty of Humanities 
Research Ethics Committee at the University of Johannesburg. In line with the University’s 
Code of Academic and Research Ethics, the following ethical considerations were followed: 
informed consent, voluntary participation, the right to discontinue participation, the right to 
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confidentiality and anonymity due to the sensitivity of the topic, and honesty in analysis and 
publication. According to Bless et al. (2013), it is important for research participants to be fully 
informed on the details of the study they are considering participating in, to make informed 
decisions about participating or not participating in research. The participant, Lungile, was 
handed the information sheet and consent form to sign before the interview started. I also made 
sure that I explained the research to her and had her ask questions and raise her concerns before 
we started with the interview. The second participant, Bianca, was emailed the information 
sheet and a consent form, and I also made sure that I explained the research prior to the 
interview and that she asked questions and addressed her concerns with regards to participating 
in the study. I also had to take into consideration the ethics of internet-based research (discussed 
in Data Collection 4.5) when interviewing her, and reflected on them and made sure that the 
research participants had all the relevant information about me should they wish to contact me 
or my supervisors at any point.  
Participants’ identities were anonymised by using pseudonyms and not including any data that 
gave away specific details about their lives. Their identities also remained hidden on the 
transcripts, and these are kept in my laptop which is password encrypted. I will keep them for 
up to five years where only my supervisors and I will have access to them. This is how I will 
ensure confidentiality of the recorded interviews. Participants were also assured that no 
information provided by them would be fabricated or falsified by me, and I did this by 
transcribing the recorded conversations by verbatim. This helped me analyse the data for what 
it is based on the participants’ viewpoints. 
Sexual harassment is a sensitive issue, and thus the questions were framed in a way that 
hopefully limited distress or discomfort, since the participants had experienced sexual 
harassment. This was to make sure that I complied with the ethical guideline to do no harm to 
research participants. No participant was exposed to harm, but I made the participants aware 
that should they be retraumatised at any point in this study as a result of participating, then they 
could go to PsyCaD or Campus Health clinic to receive professional psychological help. I also 
offered to accompany them for support and encouraged them to report sexual harassment 
through the channels stated in the UJ sexual harassment policy and the UJ student sexual 




This chapter has examined the qualitative approach used to unpack this study on the hidden 
narratives of women students at UJ. The study approach was employed in collaboration with 
purposive and snowball sampling methods in order to access participants and collect data. I 
used semi-structured interviews to gather data but because of the outbreak of Covid-19, I had 
to resort to virtual means of collecting data and had to adapt my methodology to incorporate 
webinars where scholars and activists presented, as well as content analysis in order to add to 
the data from the few interviews that I had conducted. I also discussed my reflexive view of 
the study processes throughout and accounted for how my insider identity may have caused 
bias and the ways in which I constantly reflected to be aware of such issues. Furthermore, I 
accounted for ethical guidelines followed and considered throughout the study process and 
precautionary measures taken to ensure the well-being of the participants and the validity of 
the study.  
The next chapter discusses themes from the data collected based on similarity and presents the 
findings and the analysis of the findings. 
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Chapter 5. Experiencing Sexual Harassment on Campus 
 
5.1. Introduction  
Lessons from intersectionality encourage a shift from homogenising the experiences of women 
students in universities. This perception is important as the women students who were 
interviewed each experienced sexual harassment on campus differently, and thus they hold 
different meanings and views on it. This chapter discusses women students’ different 
experiences and views of sexual harassment at UJ in depth, and how their upbringing affected 
or continues to affect the meanings they assign to these experiences and views. I discuss in 
detail the factors that the women students considered to reach the decisions that they made in 
dealing with their experiences of sexual harassment. In addition, the chapter explores the 
participants’ definitions of sexual harassment and other forms of gender violence that they are 
knowledgeable about and may have experienced at any point in their lives. I make links 
between these definitions and how they are influenced by their past and present experiences 
which are shaped and affected by societal institutions that reinforce patriarchal power which 
disadvantages women in different spheres of life. I also discuss gender inequalities that exist 
in society and are replicated into the higher education space where violent sexual crimes, 
including sexual harassment, continue to remain hidden. Moreover, I discuss data from Gqola 
and Langa from a webinar organised by the Centre for Sociological Research and Practice 
(2020), and literature to further support and unpack the narratives of the women students. 
5.2. Participants’ Descriptions and Understandings of Sexual Harassment 
5.2.1. Unwanted Touching and Being Uncomfortable 
Sexual harassment has been described as very prevalent in universities, but it remains hidden 
in these spaces of learning. Yousaf and Schmiede (2016) mention that sexual harassment, in 
many cases, has been mistaken for or used interchangeably with rape and assault. At the 
beginning of the interviews, I first asked the participants what they understood by sexual 
harassment before they narrated their experiences. Lungile’s understanding of sexual 
harassment was based on how it was explained to her at a law clinic when she visited after her 
incident, and she shared the following: 
Sexual harassment is unwanted sexual [pause] uhm contact, right? And the way the 
lawyers explained it to me, they said that harassment has to be…it was defined, one, as 
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unwanted, and two, it has to be like a repeated thing but sometimes it doesn’t have to 
happen more than once for it to be uhm sexual harassment. (Lungile, 17 February 
2020) 
Unwanted sexual harassment can happen once or multiple times. The sexual contact that 
Lungile encountered was unwanted and in the narrative above, she accounted for sexual 
harassment happening multiple times and for incidents that happen only once based on her 
experience. Her description of sexual harassment and the explanation that she was given at the 
law clinic were mutually inclusive in that they accounted for harassment that can be 
perpetuated by random strangers on survivors, and that there is sexual harassment that happens 
over an extended period of time where the perpetrator is known to the survivor. Similar aspects 
of the type of sexual harassment that Lungile experienced, such as unwanted compliments, 
inappropriate touching and commentary, and unwanted gazes were mentioned in the work of 
McLaughlin, Uggen and Blackstone (2012). These unwanted behaviours are said to also be 
imposed on gendered and non-conforming bodies. For instance, data collected from Langa’s 
presentation in a webinar organised by the Centre for Sociological Research and Practice 
(2020), and literature by McLaughlin et al. (2012), revealed that there are many cases of sexual 
harassment of gay men and lesbian women because of their sexuality (discussed in the next 
chapter). These scholars also mentioned that, although violence against non-conforming bodies 
has its own dynamics, it is rooted in the same problematic notions that patriarchy imposes on 
other bodies because of their biological make-up and sexual identification (McLaughlin et al., 
2012; Batisai, 2013; Langa, 2020).  From this, I can assert that sexual harassment of women 
students on university campuses and GBV in patriarchal societies are both affected by the 
gendered norms and practices that legitimise being heterosexual and male and discriminate 
against other bodies. 
Another inclusive description of sexual harassment was provided by Bianca in one of her 
responses. She described the different forms of sexual harassment, and noted that: 
[There is] physical sexual harassment, it would be a lot more than just remarks, it would 
be something that they physically do to you; so, it could be touching you, whether it’s really 
aggressively or uhm politely and yeah you might not realise that its sexual harassment 
because you might think it’s just a kind gesture. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
Bianca provided multiple descriptions of the different types of sexual harassment that she knew 
of, that is, the violent type where the harasser physically handles their victim, and one that 
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involves subtle advances that may be unalarming to the survivor. Both forms of sexual 
harassment were identified by Steenkamp (2010) as blatant and subtle sexual harassment. 
Blatant sexual harassment involves physical damage and somewhat violent contact between 
the survivor and the perpetrator while subtle sexual harassment involves actions that can make 
the victim uncomfortable without any form of physical harm (Steenkamp, 2010). Bianca also 
mentioned how some forms of sexual harassment are mistaken for politeness and kind gestures 
that people make. This is a typical response for people who are victimised and have internalised 
violent forms of interaction with others of the same or the opposite sex in patriarchal societies 
(Steenkamp, 2010; Nagle, 2018). Bianca’s descriptions and understanding of sexual 
harassment were similar to Lungile’s, but she elaborated further in mentioning that sexual 
harassment takes many forms and because of this, people may confuse it. Bianca stated that: 
The person who [pause] you know, is in the position of being a victim usually feels 
pressured or intimidated because of these advances which makes them like really 
uncomfortable. And for me, I know of two types of sexual harassment that I am aware of; 
its verbal sexual harassment, so those would be things like uhm [pause] flirting with you 
and you’re not uhm kind of having like a mutual uhm understanding of that, making 
inappropriate jokes. If you’re walking down the street and someone cat calls you or 
comments on the way you look or that kind of thing. (Bianca, 1 April 2020)  
Bianca mentions inappropriate jokes, unwanted flirting and catcalling as some of the aspects 
that can be included in the spectrum of behaviours that are associated with sexual harassment. 
In some of her responses, she also mentioned experiencing both blatant and subtle sexual 
harassment that Steenkamp (2010) wrote about. She said: 
So, I didn’t think of it much, I didn’t take it seriously, but as I was answering these 
questions, he was looking at me and, instead of like looking directly at my face he kept 
looking at my body, up and down. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
Based on this narrative, one can attest that Bianca’s response was initially oblivious about the 
incident at the time that it was happening, and it took her a while to realise that the lecturer had 
an agenda of some sort with his questions. She then noticed his unfriendly and inappropriate 
gazes which made her uncomfortable when she was in his office consulting about her 
coursework at the time. She also mentioned how she felt like he was “undressing [her] with his 
eyes” and how inappropriate she thought his questions and advances were given the student-
lecturer relationship they should have had. Some of the blatant forms of sexual harassment she 
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experienced involved him being dismissive and making her uncomfortable in classes by 
treating her differently than other students. This happened after she refused to entertain his 
advances, and thus she described the treatment as “cold” and “hostile” towards her. She said: 
For me it was fine, [it] became a problem when he was lecturing a few of my modules 
and I could see that the way he uhm, responded to me or the way he like referred to me 
was a lot more like hostile, compared to other students. (Bianca, 1 April 2010) 
As mentioned before, sexual harassment can take many forms and the ambiguity associated 
with it can be confusing to people who are victimised. As a result, it is important to consider 
insights of authors such as Nagle (2018), whose notion of dominance resonates with Bianca’s 
point about power dynamics. Nagle (2018) describes flirting as playful, assuming equality, 
humanising, consensual and respectful, while catcalling is about dominance and manipulating 
the power dynamics between sexes and is rude and objectifying. The strong emphasis on 
catcalling being dehumanising and objectifying the people on the receiving end of it also 
appears in Bianca’s response. She asserted that survivors of catcalling, sexual harassment and 
any other unwanted advances usually feel intimidated and under pressure because of the 
uncomfortable nature of the advances they receive. The intimidation that women students feel 
from unwanted sexual contact is due to the power that the perpetrators mostly exercise or 
assume towards them to dominate and violate these women students. In addition, women 
students experience feelings of intimidation because of the normalisation of patriarchal norms 
where women feel threatened and are vulnerable to being abused by men. It is therefore 
important for men to maintain patriarchal power so that they can continue to have control of 
and over other bodies that are not heterosexual and male in societies. This comes with a wide 
range of power imbalances which affect interpersonal relations amongst men and women 
(Yuval-Davis, 2011; Armstrong and Mahone, 2017; Tshoaedi, 2017). The prioritisation of men 
in most cases influences sexual engagement through justifying violence against women and 
other bodies since they are socially constructed to be inferior to the male body. In addition, 
power imbalances and dynamics leave “other” bodies compromised and susceptible to being 
violated and oppressed because they fail to level up to certain societal and gender expectations 
(Tshoaedi, 2017; Dell, 2019). Thus, because society privileges heterosexual men, this translates 
into their protection and oblivion about behaviours that violate other human rights, therefore 
making crimes committed by them less criminalised and hidden.  
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5.2.2. Stalking as a form of Violence 
Bianca’s description of sexual harassment was broader and made references to stalking when 
narrating her experience. She mentioned having multiple incidents and interactions with her 
abuser, and when explaining how the incidents transpired, she mentioned that: 
Uhm, I think it was when I didn’t reply to that message and often, he would-he would 
call me to tell me something about…because I also worked in the department, I don’t 
know why he felt comfortable to call me instead of all the other people working there 
to ask about something. And I would actually see when I’m on my other phone then I 
wouldn’t answer, like at all! Because I mean, for me it was like, but why are you calling 
me to ask me and I’m not even the main person that you should be speaking to? (Bianca, 
1 April 2020) 
In this narrative, Bianca explained that she still avoids her abuser, who continues to call her 
even after multiple attempts to show him that she was not interested in his advances. This could 
be because she is afraid of being revictimized should there be any interaction between them. 
Her continued silence about her experience can be said to further contribute to the hidden nature 
of sexual harassment, as the department could not and still cannot take necessary steps to 
prevent or lessen the likelihood of other women students from experiencing sexual harassment 
by the same lecturer or other men in the department. Due to her continuous attempts to show 
her perpetrator that she was uninterested, Bianca added that she did not understand why her 
abuser continued to pursue her, and because of how uncomfortable this situation was or 
continues to be, she felt irritated and frustrated at her abuser as she was actively avoiding 
having contact with him. Bianca’s feelings of resentment and the continued fear of her 
perpetrator are justified, as literature from scholars such as Schmiede Yousaf and Schmiede 
(2016) and Aina and Kulshrestha (2018) has shown that women students who experience 
sexual harassment end up with conflicting feelings about the abuse that they encounter on a 
daily basis (discussed later in this chapter). Her continued avoidance due to the fear she still 
has is therefore influencing her decision to remain silent about the sexual harassment. This is 
an observable internalisation of patriarchal norms which, according to Tshoaedi (2017), dictate 
and promote sexualising and degrading women in the public space. Further, the culture of 
patriarchy, especially in South Africa, privileges men and gives them access to power over 
economic resources and reinforces sexual harassment of women as men are enabled to gate 
keep women’s access to employment opportunities (Connell, 2005b; Tshoaedi, 2017). This, 
according to Tshoaedi (2017:130), makes men feel entitled to “control women’s bodies with 
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minimal to no consequences of their abuse of power as their sexual behaviour is seen as part 
of their expected gender performance within a masculine organisational culture.” 
In addition to her silence when it comes to the sexual harassment, Bianca mentioned that 
because of the repeated forced interaction with this lecturer, she would have to hide and cut her 
working hours at the department to avoid him. This experience resonates with definitions used 
by Spitzberg and Cupach (2007) and Steenkamp (2010), who describe stalking as repeated and 
intentional unwanted patterns of behaviour towards a person or people that are threatening and 
make them uncomfortable. Some pursuits with these behaviours can be experienced as 
annoying, undesirable, and frustrating to the person who is receiving them and may feel like a 
violation of their privacy (Steenkamp, 2010). The subtle unwelcome advances thus left Bianca 
with trauma that she still carries around and which affects her life in many ways as she 
continues to avoid her perpetrator despite no recent advances from him.   
From this we see that the sexual harassment that is experienced by women students and “other” 
bodies is part of a gender performance whose standards are dictated by patriarchal norms. Since 
these norms assign power predominantly to men who are heterosexual, they also affect the 
experiences of “other” people in society such as gay men and lesbian women whose lives are 
shaped by different intersectionalities, hence the different understandings and perceptions of 
what sexual harassment means and how it manifests. 
5.3. Power Dynamics and Gender Inequality between Men and Women on 
Campus 
5.3.1. Perpetrators’ Access to the Survivors 
Many violent sexual crimes such as sexual harassment and rape are said to happen very early 
in life and are determined by the perpetrators’ access to their victim. Lungile mentioned that 
she was raped when she was five years old, and the sexual harassment that happened to her 
brought back all the bad memories of that horrendous incident. Access by her rapist was 
negotiated through the fact that he was a family friend at the time, and his closeness to the 
family left them unsuspecting of the man ever violating any girl child in Lungile’s family. 
Seggie (2015) contends that in many cases involving child rape and molestation, the perpetrator 
is known to the survivor, and it can be a friend, teacher or a relative. This is the sad reality for 
children on a global scale and it reinforces how society continues to be cruel towards women 
and children since they are considered the vulnerable in societies. Vetten and Ratele (2013) 
support this by stating that victimisation is feminised, and women and children continue to be 
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the quintessential face of sexual violence perpetrated by men. From this, access to survivors of 
sexual harassment or assault is determined by vulnerability that arises from being a victim and 
being a woman or a child in society, given that it is highly patriarchal and privileges men 
(Vetten and Ratele, 2013; Du Preez et al., 2017; Tshoaedi, 2017). The reinforcement of male 
dominance in patriarchal societies therefore allows them to assume superiority over everyone 
and this enables violent crimes to be committed against those considered less powerful.  
Both Bianca and Lungile were sexually harassed when there was no one else in sight to witness 
the incidents. For instance, Bianca’s perpetrator negotiated access through his position as her 
lecturer and senior in the department, while Lungile’s perpetrators indirectly or implicitly 
forced their access through their firearms. According to Tjaden and Thoennes (2000) and 
Steenkaamp (2010), young women are at a higher risk of being raped or sexually harassed than 
older women for various reasons. Fisher, Cullen, and Turner (2000) discovered, amongst many 
causal reasons, that being unmarried and living on campus puts young women at more risk than 
living off-campus. For instance, a study by Hames (2009) reported that all four of the women 
students who were murdered in their residences on campus were killed by their boyfriends, and 
the murders happened when the men asked for “privacy” to talk to their partners. In addition, 
President Cyril Ramaphosa gave a statement in June this year that “as much as 51% of South 
African women have experienced violence at the hands of someone with whom they are in a 
relationship” (Africa Check, 2020). Recent statistics from the 2016 South African 
Demographic and Health Survey  show that femicide in South Africa has risen to 4.8 times the 
global average, which means that on average women are murdered every three hours in the 
country (Africa Check, 2020). Although Bianca and her lecturer were not involved in a 
romantic relationship, they knew each other from the lecturer-student relationship they should 
have had. Bianca therefore had no reason to suspect her lecturer of preying on young girls and 
that is how she fell into the trap of being sexually harassed by her lecturer who had access to 
her at any time in the department: 
So, the second kind of advance uhm, that I would see him in like a general area like the 
reception or the tutor room, he would go out of his way to say to me “please can you 
come to my office?” and I always wondered why he couldn’t just speak to me face-to-
face in front of other people. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
Bianca’s perpetrator coordinated some of her modules, and she describes being made to feel 
uncomfortable to a point where she had to hide from him. She also mentions how the lecturer 
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would call her aside to his office whenever he wanted to talk to her about something. As 
mentioned already, the study by Fisher et al. (2000) found that most survivors of an assault 
know the perpetrator of the sexual harassment. The allowance and access that her lecturer had 
allowed him to talk to her in any common room in the department and in the classroom, and 
that allowed them to interact with each other more and gave him the opportunity to approach 
her with his advances at any point he wanted without any suspicion. 
Lungile’s case of harassment may be said to have happened by chance, as she did not know the 
perpetrators. Her perpetrators always had access to campus, and this means that they had the 
opportunity and were most likely to bump into her at any area on campus. This kind of 
harassment is said to be subtle sexual harassment. According to Steenkamp (2010), subtle 
sexual harassment includes behaviours such as rating women, unwelcome requests, unwanted 
and unwelcome touching, sexist remarks and comments, flashing and wolf-whistling.  
Describing this kind of behaviour as “subtle” means that the behaviours are usually seen as 
harmless, while the targets of the behaviours feel violated. Lungile narrated: 
So, I feel something touch my foot [pause] right? And then this comes around to this 
side…and I give him this “what are you doing?” look. Ok cool, he passes and then his 
partner – coz they walk in pairs – touches me on the shoulder, like very roughly, like 
this…and he’s like ukwatelani (why are you angry)? (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
From this, it can be asserted that, had the student centre not been empty, or had it not been a 
weekend, then she might not have been harassed by her perpetrators. Lungile’s perpetrators 
had access to campus on any day of the week, and as they were cash-in-transit workers they 
were therefore able to intimidate her with their weapons. The nature of the perpetrators’ jobs 
involves them carrying weapons everywhere they work since there are a lot of hijackings of 
cash trucks by thieves. Judging from this, one can contend that the intimidation traumatised 
Lungile as she mentioned being “paralysed” in the moment and continuously for another few 
days before she decided to go and report her perpetrators and the incident. 
Although access in Lungile and Bianca’s cases was negotiated in different ways, the power 
that the perpetrators knew they had over Bianca and Lungile enabled them to sexually harass 
the women students. Therefore, the access that the perpetrators negotiated, compounded by the 
power and inequality that exist in society between men and women, contributed to the 
perpetuation of sexual crimes against Bianca and Lungile and their hidden nature. 
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5.3.2. Perpetrators’ Power over the Victims  
Cases involving women students being harassed by their lecturers are characterised by complex 
power dynamics that mostly put the survivor at a disadvantage. Vohlidalova (2015) argues that 
women students who encounter sexual harassment do not usually confront their harasser. 
During the harassment, Bianca was afraid to stand up for herself and state outright that she was 
not interested in his advances out of fear of retaliation which could make her learning and work 
environment unpleasant. She said: 
I felt like I couldn’t be rude to him and I couldn’t say anything to him or call him out 
to anyone else because he was basically my superior; he was someone who marked 
some of my assessments, and as much as he made me feel uncomfortable, instead of like 
actually saying something to someone, I felt like it would just be easier for me to just 
avoid him and avoid those situations. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
Feelings of fear and intimidation appear in this narrative as Bianca mentions that she was afraid 
and undecided about reporting the lecturer because he had some power and influence in the 
department, and possibly also higher in the faculty or university. This power put her under 
pressure to remain silent about the incidents. Vohlidalova (2015) supports this by stating that 
decisions about accepting or refusing advances from lecturers are problematic in a sense that 
responses may contribute to repeated harmful behaviour being reinforced as harmless. These 
repeated and harmful behaviours may have to do with continued sexual harassment, workplace 
abuse and harassment, and interference with academic performance (Vohlidalova, 2015; Aina 
and Kulshrestha, 2018; McLaughlin et al., 2012). These are amongst many consequences that 
people who are victimised may be subjected to, and their escalation is affected by the amount 
of power the perpetrator possesses over their victim. The power that Bianca’s perpetrator 
assumed was due to his seniority in the department and this caused him to abuse it by sexually 
harassing Bianca. 
Bianca experienced sexual harassment over an extended period and received bad treatment 
from her lecturer. She started getting ill-treatment when her harasser realised that she was not 
giving in to his advances. She mentioned that: 
… I realised that it got quite bad and I think he realised also that I wasn’t interested 
or whatever he was trying to accomplish. From then I started realising that he became 
quite cold towards me. For me it was fine, it became a problem when he was lecturing 
a few of my modules and I could see that the way he uhm, responded to me or the way 
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he like referred to me was a lot more like hostile, compared to other students. (Bianca, 
1 April 2020). 
After a while of declining his advances, Bianca’s lecturer became unpleasant towards her and 
was not making it easy for her to participate in lectures. Authors such as Brandenburg (1995), 
Hobson and Guziewicz (2002) and Kastl and Kleiner (2001) and Bennett et al (2007) have 
argued that sexual harassment can lead to hostile working and learning environments. These 
may affect a student’s learning abilities and ways in which they benefit from learning 
environments (Hobson and Guziewicz, 2002). For Bianca, this meant that she did not get to 
freely engage with her lecturer about the module nor to fully enjoy her learning, as she 
mentioned going to other lecturers in the department about the course as a way to avoid any 
contact with him or being alone with him in his office for consultations or anything work related 
in the department. 
Bianca’s lecturer’s behaviours towards her resemble quid pro quo behaviours. According to 
Oni and Tshitangano (2019), such behaviours have to do with superiors; in the university 
context it could be a lecturer or supervisor, initiating a sexual trade or bargain of sorts with his 
or her students in exchange for academic rewards, and, ultimately, refusal to submit to requests 
results in threats to the student. Many women students are likely to fall prey to this type of 
sexual harassment. Erye (2010), Du Preez et al., (2017), and Dell (2019) stated that many 
women students who are subjected to quid pro quo behaviours are those who occupy low level 
positions, such that they are constantly intimidated and threatened with losing their jobs. Some 
are forced into these exchanges out of desperation and by the intersection of vulnerabilities that 
result from their positionalities as women students, since their perpetrators are most likely to 
be able to provide for certain lifestyles that may be appealing (Du Preez et al., 2017; Omar, 
2019; Retief, 2019).  
As many perpetrators are in positions of power, the power that Bianca’s perpetrator had over 
her caused him to retaliate by tampering with her marks, and upon realising this she confronted 
him. She told me: 
So, I found that when I’d get a mark, it wasn’t the mark that I would usually get from 
every lecturer. It would always be like 5-10% less, and when I would question, he would 
say like ‘well that’s your mark, it is what it is’. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
Bianca’s lecturer used his position to get back at her for refusing to give in and entertain his 
advances. In addition to being unpleasant to Bianca compared to other students, the lecturer 
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awarded her lower marks than what her work deserved. Although she was willing to openly 
confront her harasser, his power over how she also experienced her work environment forced 
her to keep quiet and continue to actively avoid him.  
The power that Lungile’s harassers had over her was different from Bianca’s. In Lungile’s case, 
her harassers had control over her current surroundings, seeing that the campus building was 
empty and the type of clothes she wore were prone to invite unwanted sexual attention, which 
in patriarchal societies may be considered a warrant to sexually target and potentially violate 
the wearer. Wolfendale (2016), Staff Reporter (2012) and Oppenheim (2019) assert that in 
many societies, women who wear clothing that is tight and revealing are said to invite attention 
from men and this gives the men a free pass to violate them. According to Wolfendale 
(2016:22), this is called provocative dress and it is based on the “privileged status of male 
sexual arousal and the authoritative attribution of sexual intent to women’s clothing regardless 
of women’s stated desires.” Sexual harassment stemming from types of clothing is therefore 
about reinforcing dominant masculinities which assume ownership of women’s bodies. The 
ownership that men feel entitled to has to do with converging intersections of culture and 
tradition which dictate what is considered appropriate to command respect and what commands 
disrespect which involves being treated possessively. In contrast to this, Oppenheim (2019) 
asserted that sexual harassment, rape and any form of assault have little to do with clothing or 
a victim’s attractiveness and have everything to do with men feeling entitled to women’s bodies 
and the need to control them. Sexual harassment involves a range of power imbalances, 
particularly the abuse of power where men have the privilege to feel an entitlement to women’s 
bodies and sexuality with minimal to no consequences, as their behaviour is seen as an expected 
gender performance (Erye, 2010; Bezuidenhout and Tshoaedi, 2017). 
Notwithstanding women’s rights and reasons for choosing to wear certain clothing items, 
women are often accused of inviting attention and this is a form of objectifying them as it 
reduces them to a set of sexual organs (Wolfendale, 2016). For similar reasons, Lungile felt 
like she needed to report her perpetrators, as she mentioned that she did not understand why 
the men felt like they could give themselves access to her body without her permission. This 
power that men feel entitled to is perpetuated by socialisation in patriarchal societies where 
women are viewed as sexual tools and are objectified based on their sex. Lungile said that: 
It was quite a warm day for like the end of winter, so I was wearing shorts and so I 
deposit. And so, I walk over to those tables right, trying to like put the money in and go 
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get whatever like snacks so that I can go study at the library. And then these two guys 
come up behind me. So, in my head I am still shook that here’s this random man 
touching me on campus and then he’s asking me why I’m angry, as if I’m supposed to 
be pleased with some stranger, giving himself access to my body. (Lungile, 17 February 
2020) 
From this, one can assert that multiple factors contributed towards Lungile being targeted by 
the men who harassed her. Scholars such as Crenshaw (1991), Yuval-Davis (2011) and 
Canham and Maier (2018) argue that people’s actions are not influenced and affected by single 
issues; thus, using the intersectional lens allows for connecting multiple influences, such as 
being a woman who is also student, living in a particular society, class and age. Through an 
intersectional lens, Lungile’s positionality as a woman student, among all the other contributing 
factors, made her susceptible to sexual harassment by her male perpetrators.  
As mentioned above, there is constant reduction of women to sexual and reproductive beings 
and this has been problematic in shaping the experiences of young and old women globally. 
Reduction discourses have to do with categorising and recognising women as biological beings 
and this, according to Wolfendale (2016) and data from Gqola (in Centre for Sociological 
Research and Practice, 2020), reduces them to animals that can be controlled and owned, and 
therefore results in violent crimes against them. To remedy and eliminate such perceptions, 
there must be a shift from these perceptions and a recognition of women as social and political 
categories, as this accounts for their right to be protected from patriarchal violence. In support 
of this, Amina Mama, in an interview with Elaine Salo, stated that for generations, African 
women have been exposed to a lot of violence because of male-driven conflict such as the 
genocide in Rwanda in the mid-1990s, where Hutu men killed their wives who were Tutsi on 
the basis of ethnicity (Salo and Mama, 2001). This highlights the hegemonic masculinity that 
Connell spoke about, which perpetuates the need for men to dominate over women and signals 
toxic forms of masculinity which may perpetuate intergroup conflicts as well.  
5.3.3. Doubting Survivors and Secondary Victimisation 
Society has been structured in a way that questions women who report crimes of a sexual 
nature. Reported cases of sexual harassment are therefore very often questioned and are likely 
to be overlooked by law enforcement officials who should deal with them. After reporting her 
incident to protection services, Lungile decided to file a charge at Brixton police station. She 
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described the police officers that helped her as unpleasant, insensitive, and dismissive towards 
her. She said: 
I kid you not, the policeman laughed at me. Jah!? He said [pause] he doesn’t know if 
he should open a docket or what because he doesn’t want to be laughed at, at the 
Monday briefing… (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
 She added:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
So, I’m relaying this incident and they just keep looking at each other like ‘ok…’ and 
then one of them said “Do you know him? Do you know the guys that touched you?” 
and I’m like “No, would it have made a difference? He’s on duty with a gun, touching 
me with a gun!” That surely is against the law, because in my opinion; you know at the 
mall when these security cash and transit guys are approaching [pause] they yell ‘yeyi, 
get out of the way.” So, I’m like, why couldn’t they do that if I was obstructing? Why 
didn’t he use his mouth to talk! Okay [exhales] and then this detective is like “Ag, 
there’s no elements of criminality here.” (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
In addition to being dismissive, unwelcoming and insensitive, the narrative above reveals that 
the law enforcement agents mocked her experience of sexual harassment and took it as nothing 
more than an exaggeration of what happened on that day. This was a form of victimisation of 
Lungile. Campbell and Raja (1999) asserted that many people experience secondary 
victimisation from system personnel such as the police, prosecutors, doctors, and judges who 
treat survivors in an insensitive manner. Such treatment is caused by accusations of doubting 
the credibility of the survivors because of victim blaming attitudes such as believing that 
women provoke rape and lie about the occurrence of rape (LeDoux and Hazelwood, 1985; 
Campbell, 1995; Campbell and Raja, 1999). Patriarchal definitions of women and gender 
performance therefore enable people to adopt “protectionist discourses” which have to do with 
speaking a language that places doubt in the stories and incidents spoken about or brought 
forward by survivors of sexual harassment (Gqola, 2020). These types of discourses also 
contribute to the hidden nature of sexual harassment as survivors are usually knowledgeable 
about the bias that will be projected on to their reporting of incidents. 
The narratives by Gqola and Langa (2020) from the webinar on violence against black 
women’s bodies in post-apartheid South Africa, together with literature by Paludi et al. (2006) 
and Vohlidalova (2015), show that women in general (in society and universities) tend to shy 
away from speaking about and reporting incidents of sexual crimes against them out of fear of 
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not being believed by people and law officials. As stated previously and most specifically in 
universities, women students fear retaliation from their perpetrators, and as a result, Bianca and 
Lungile felt emotional tension about reporting their incidents to university managers. In cases 
where women students decide to report sexual harassment against them, Lungile explains that 
there are automatic questions and thoughts that people have about survivors’ potential role in 
the incident. Lungile said the following about women student victimisation, secondary 
victimisation of young women and victim shaming: 
Uhm, besides the power thing, it’s uhh... I think some of it involves blackmail, coz I’ve 
heard of cases not necessarily in this institution where a female student was failing, 
and the professor knew about it and they be like hey some sexual favours and you know, 
you can get marks…uhm but also the shame that surrounds victims. You know, like the 
stigma coz [sigh] no one wants to be “that girl” that was raped you know. (Lungile, 17 
February 2020) 
From this, it is evident that the fear of being stereotyped and discriminated against affects the 
women student’s abilities to make sound decisions that are not damaging to them on a short or 
long-term basis. In addition, the narrative above reveals that the survivors are subjected to a lot 
of emotional distress which results in them not reporting the incidents of sexual harassment, 
which further perpetuates sexual harassment and its hidden nature in universities. Akin to 
Paludi et al. (2006) and Yousaf Schmiede (2016), Lungile’s argument of stereotyping taken in 
the context of the university space requires structures in universities to be properly equipped, 
with personnel who are well-trained on complex issues of gender and who adopt action-
orientated approaches which involve spreading awareness of sexual harassment on campuses. 
Several scholars asserted that this would be the best approach toward making students aware 
of sexual harassment and behaviours associated with it on their campuses, and also for making 
students aware of the sexual harassment policies that are put in place to help them when 
confronted with sexual harassment and other forms of sexual crimes (Paludi et al., 2006; 
Yousaf and Schmiede, 2016; Apaak and Sarpong, 2015; Vohlidalova, 2015). These scholars 
also assert that it is important to be transparent on issues related to sexual harassment in 
universities, especially as it may take many forms and ambiguity poses a threat to the safety of 
women students.  
There was another assertion by Lungile, Bianca, Gqola and Langa that the patriarchal power 
that men inherit makes them inclined to make advances towards women and that is the normal 
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way of life. Lungile and Bianca mentioned overhearing rumours at their department about 
women students engaging in sexual activities in exchange for marks when they were failing 
their modules. This is not unheard of. Omar (2019) asserts that students and lecturers often get 
involved in sexual relationships in universities and these kinds of relationships have an inherent 
power imbalance. Lungile adds that many women students are victims in such relationships. 
Her assertions are similar to those of Mack (1999) and Omar (2019), who contend that this is 
because older men are usually in control of things such as money, the student’s marks and 
whether the student graduates in that university, and so these types of relationships also raise 
very important concerns for the student’s well-being, faculty responsibility, and the validity of 
the consent. This subjects women students to a lot of abuse as they are most likely to be 
dependent on their older male lovers. In addition to being doubted, Lungile stated that survivors 
of violence are often subjected to blame for their own victimisation. The blaming mainly 
happens because of the patriarchal nature and construction of the society we live in, and 
scholars such as Tshoaedi (2017), Du Preez et al., (2017) and Shields (2008) assert that this 
allows men to enjoy patriarchal privilege, which makes them feel entitled to women’s bodies 
and therefore makes the women vulnerable and subjected to gender-based violence. Typical 
perceptions and actions that ordinary people have towards survivors of rape are explained by 
Lungile: 
I think it’s because the way society is raised is, rape is the victim’s fault, you know usually 
when you hear that someone has been raped, without really thinking about it you think 
what time was it, who was she with, what was she wearing, you know. Even though you 
don’t say it out loud, but you always, always, always blame the victim first. (Lungile, 17 
February 2020) 
Further victimisation of survivors of sexual crimes continues through doubting them. From 
this, one can therefore argue that the doubt that people usually have when survivors report or 
speak out about sexual harassment and GBV hides the sexual harassment and creates a 
conducive space for secondary victimisation.  
5.4. Silence and Avoidance of Sexual Harassment 
Normative roles and obligations dictate that any violence of a sexual nature must be hidden or 
kept secret. There is continuous violence against women in patriarchal societies such as South 
Africa, and because of the privilege men enjoy women continue to be subjected to many forms 
of GBV including sexual harassment. Many women students who encounter sexual harassment 
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remain silent about it. This was the case for Bianca who feared to report the perpetrator, who 
is her lecturer, because he had power based on his seniority in the department. The power that 
she assumed he had was because he is a lecturer who is a man and was the HoD’s best friend 
at the time, which made Bianca feel like she could not do anything about her situation. The 
convergence of these intersectionalities that gave her lecturer power is not new, as Dell (2019) 
has mentioned; there are a lot of power imbalances that exist in student-lecturer relationships. 
Dell (2019) added that women students are most vulnerable in such relationships because the 
men usually have control over many resources and privileges that these women students enjoy, 
thus giving the men power to do as they please. Fitzgerald and Shullman (1993), Kelley –and 
Parsons (2000) state that many women students do not report sexual harassment out of the fear 
of retaliation from perpetrators. Bianca did not report her lecturer to anyone after the incidents, 
and she mentioned that:  
I didn’t think anything of it, but when I sat back and I reflected on the way I felt in that 
moment I realised that it made me feel really uncomfortable, and I felt like I couldn’t 
be rude to him and I couldn’t say anything to him or call him out to anyone else because 
he was basically my superior; he was someone who marked some of my assessments, 
and as much as he made me feel uncomfortable, instead of like actually saying 
something to someone, I felt like it would just be easier for me to just avoid him and 
avoid those situations. (Bianca, 1 April 2010)  
The narrative above shows that Bianca felt threatened by the fact that her lecturer could fail 
her on the modules he coordinated. She felt that it would be easier for her to avoid interacting 
with him in the department and in class to avoid the sexual harassment and the uncomfortable 
working environment it created for her. Bianca also dismissed my request the first time I spoke 
to her about participation in the study because she said she did not want to cause trouble for 
the lecturer and herself. As a researcher looking for women students with such experiences, it 
becomes hard to access them and it becomes close to impossible for institutional personnel to 
be aware of incidents of sexual harassment and to step in and help. This further perpetuates the 
silence surrounding sexual harassment and its hidden nature, as people who experience it are 
most inclined to ignore incidents and move on with their lives. Another factor contributing to 
the hidden nature of unpleasant encounters involving sexual harassment and other violent 
crimes is that they are hidden in that they are considered very sensitive and are dealt with as 
such. This is because of the physical, mental and psychological effects of crimes of a sexual 
nature, and therefore people who help deal with sexual harassment and other forms of gender-
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based violence have to be able to manage the incidents in a delicate and precautious way so 
that the survivors are protected from harm. This makes access to people who experience sexual 
harassment a very challenging exercise.  
Although many women students do not report incidents of sexual harassment, Vohlidalova 
(2015) states that only a small percentage take formal action with the help of institutional 
personnel and procedures put in place. Lungile, for instance, said that her conscience would 
not let her allow something like that to happen to another woman student on campus. By 
contrast, Bianca is one of the many women students in universities who do not report sexual 
harassment. She chose not to report her lecturer because coming forward with information of 
this nature could potentially affect the rest of her academic career. The continuous perpetuation 
of sexual harassment towards women students should therefore continue to be seen as an 
obstacle that negatively affects women’s long-term education and work prospects (Zalesne, 
2002; Thomas, 2004). From this, one can conclude that women students’ decisions to report or 
remain silent about incidents of sexual harassment are influenced by a wide range of 
experiences and intersectionalities which affect their experience of their immediate 
environments. In addition, in patriarchal societies, when looking at issues that involve sexual 
harassment and GBV, there must be an account of the roles that different cultures play in 
influencing compliance, conformity and internalisation of patriarchal norms by women, and 
this ultimately affects how they react to and confront issues of sexual harassment and GBV 
when faced with them. 
5.4.1. The Role of African Cultures and Traditions in Silencing Women Students  
The hidden nature of sexual harassment is evident in the culture and tradition of silencing 
women who experience and survive harassment. Lungile and Bianca acknowledged that culture 
and primary socialisation played a role in their ways of dealing with the sexual harassment. 
Lungile referred to the African generational notion that children do not question or dispute 
anything that the elders say. This way of doing things also applies to women, especially in 
predominantly patriarchal societies such as South Africa where a man is seen as the head of 
the household. According to Aina and Kulshrestha (2018), cultural and traditional values 
dictate and influence how women react to sexual harassment in society, and this is because 
there are behavioural standards that are imposed and projected on women in many different 
cultures in society. These values and standards differ according to context, and thus expressions 
manifest differently (Yousaf and Schmiede, 2016; Aina and Kulshrestha, 2018). Lungile said: 
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Uhm, the notion that as a child you can’t tell adults ukuthi [that] “hey you treated me 
badly, you know, I didn’t like it when you talk to me this way and how [pause] the 
household is structured culturally uk’ba [that] the male is the alpha, the head, and the 
woman is the neck, and the woman’s opinion doesn’t matter. So, we grow up seeing 
those things, we grow up seeing our mothers getting silenced, you know, coz question 
a man about where he’s coming from and if he hits you that should stay within your 
marriage, right, coz you shouldn’t air your dirty laundry. (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
Lungile mentions that women’s opinions and voices in most households are silenced and young 
women adopt what they see from their mothers and practice it. This is what Gouws (2019) 
referred to as “cultures of respectability” that silence women. These have to do with women; 
young women learning and internalising the culture of violence on women’s bodies perpetuated 
by patriarchal norms in privileging men. It can therefore be said that men are continuously 
being privileged because they are heterosexual men, and women continue to be victimised 
because of the entitlement felt to their bodies (Tshoaedi, 2017). This entitlement can be traced 
back via Foucault’s history of power and knowledge, which shape how people are controlled 
through misinformation or information deprivation to influence what people know and how 
they interact with one another based on that knowledge.  
The entitlement that men feel to women’s bodies can also be related to Foucault’s work on The 
History of Sexuality which states that, since power in its initial stages was to be enforced over 
people’s lives and given the inherent norms of oppression and discrimination informed by 
patriarchy and colonialism, it became about control and punishment of the body and its 
sexuality (Foucault, 1978). Since these norms favoured and continue to favour men, one can 
argue that the punishment of the body fell on women, children and other men who portray 
weaker forms of masculinities. Thus, one can assert that the power that men possess because 
of their gender gives them access to the lives of the bodies that they feel entitled to possess, 
control, and violate. Additionally, because of the silences from home and in society, 
misogynistic violent behaviours are transferred into institutions of learning, that is, schools and 
universities, and this explains the challenges that institutions of learning continue have with 
regards to GBV and why they continue to play a central role in the fight against GBV. 
Bianca added that culture and tradition have influenced how she dealt with the incident of 
sexual harassment. She mentioned that her response and choice to ignore the advances that her 
lecturer made were because she thought that it was normal to be sexually harassed by men, 
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even her lecturer. Connell (2005b), Vetten and Ratele (2013) and Elliot (2018) mention that 
violence against women in many patriarchal societies is largely affected by accepting dominant 
or toxic forms of masculinities. According to Ratele (2008), these have to do with ideas around 
what it means to be a man and having actions associated with gender performance affect the 
occurrence and perpetuation of sexual and GBV. In such cases. the domination of women 
occurs simultaneously with the convergence of violent, unemotional, and sexually aggressive 
masculinities which have a harmful impact in society (Ratele, 2008). Therefore, like 
femininities, masculinities also involve intersectionalities that affect and shape the experience 
of being a man and the continuous need to fulfil the masculine gender performance. 
Additionally, the conscious and repeated acts of performance influence how these men interact 
with women, and they ultimately affect the experiences of women in every aspect of their lives, 
even in perpetuating prevalent acts of GBV, including sexual harassment, which in time 
becomes hidden because of patriarchal norms. Acceptance of these behaviours and norms is 
caused by the interdependence of personal beliefs with social and family values that people 
hold, and by internalised misogynistic and patriarchal values (Connell, 2005b; Elliot, 2018). 
Bianca shares similar views in that she said: 
A lot of women think that uhm, it’s okay because that’s what they see, and they see other 
women being run down. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
She also highlighted a racial aspect to the normalising of her sexual harassment. In her 
statement, she mentions how people of colour socialise their girls to fulfil domestic household 
duties as opposed to boys who are let off to do whatever they want. In addition, she mentioned 
how her elders reinforced her roles and responsibilities in the home as a girl child as opposed 
to her boy siblings. She said that: 
I think with all cultures relating to, like, people of colour uhm, that’s what’s pushed like 
this patriarchal ideology is pushed as you grow up. And for me personally I’ve had 
experiences where, when my father was alive, he would tell me things like you have to be 
home before a certain time because you’re a girl, you have to make the dinner, you have to 
set the table because you’re a girl.  (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
The types of pressures and expectations that are placed on girls from a young age in many 
societies are expressed in this narrative. According to Connell and Connell (2000) and Butler 
(1990), girls and boys assume a gender from a young age in such a way that their behaviours, 
personality traits, and desires have to match up to a given category in order for them to make 
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up or belong to that particular gender. Therefore, Bianca had to even obey a curfew which did 
not apply to her boy siblings. This is because of the prevalence of gender-based violence, which 
puts girls and women of all ages in potential danger of being violated in our society. There is 
also a strong emphasis on her being a girl in the response. The emphasis from her father may 
have been due to the fact that he was trying to exercise his authority as the head of the house, 
and to make sure she learned her place as a girl child from a male figure. Primary socialisation 
in this particular context plays a vital role in dictating from a cultural point what children learn 
through practice, and pressures them to be under the compulsion to become a man or a woman 
(West and Zimmerman, 1987; Butler, 1990). Normalising such behavioural norms and ideas to 
girls normalises their abuse, and this in turn influences how they experience and deal with the 
incidents. For instance, in cases such as Bianca’s, the internalisation of such norms contributes 
to the hidden nature of sexual harassment. Below I discuss other contributing societal 
institutions that have been criticised for enabling sexual and gender-based violence in African 
societies and the problematic arrangements that inform and influence their practices. 
5.4.1.1. Culture and Religion 
The roles that cultural institutions play in societies have also been looked at in how they 
intertwine with religious institutions to produce unequal power relations and fertile grounds for 
nurturing and perpetuating sexual harassment and its hidden nature in society, that is, churches 
and other religious buildings. Data from Gqola’s (2020) webinar presentation revealed that 
patriarchal definitions and descriptions of women that give birth to toxic masculinities subtly 
or explicitly favour men. This is done through excluding women from social activities and from 
acknowledging or recognising them as social beings instead of biological ones who cannot 
exist without being controlled (Gqola, 2020). Such definitions and descriptions have been said 
to be enabled and perpetuated by religious and cultural institutions through norms that are lived 
by (Mokong, 2019). The church has been described as a place of faith and hope, where people 
should not feel fear or intimidation, but recently, charismatic Christian pastors have been 
making headlines for scandalous news, some including sexual violence they have been 
committing against their congregants, who are mostly women and children (Mokong, 2019, 
Moja Love, 2020). Many people go to churches for different reasons and may attach different 
meanings to their religion and spirituality. Beckford (1990) and Frahn-Arp (2018) assert that 
religion is a social construct founded in historical and socio-political contexts which subjects 
it to multiple and unfixed meanings. Thus, women who go to church and their leaders may be 
drawn to the church for different reasons that also have different outcomes for all of them. 
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According to Mokong (2019) and Pastor Maphonga, who presents on the show Abafundisi on 
Dstv channel 157 Moja Love, many church leaders have their own traditional views on what it 
means to be a man or a woman, and this reinforces harmful norms of masculinities that are 
prevalent in Africa. Women are often targeted in churches through continual misinterpretations 
of the Bible, that is, making the book about privileging men and characterising women as 
“sheep that need a shepherd” (mostly male prophets and pastors) (Ashoms on Moja Love, 
2020). This means that men must control women and lead them in life as women are lost and 
need to be guided.  
To challenge such masculinities in society and to prevent them from being replicated in 
universities, Gqola (2020) asserted that discourses of challenging masculinities, patriarchal 
norms and definitions need to be adopted in order to change problematic social arrangements 
that view women as men’s possessions that need to be controlled, and as needing to be shielded 
from being vulnerable to specific problems instead of focusing on the problem of violent 
masculinities. This is similar to what Lungile said about the men “giving themselves access to 
her body” as if they had rights to do so, and how her choice to report her incident was because 
she felt a duty to herself as a survivor of rape as a child and a survivor of sexual harassment, 
and to other women students, to have these men disciplined for their crime since they could 
target and victimise other women students. Lungile’s agency signals a refusal to accept 
patriarchal norms that characterise her as a reproductive object that men can control, abuse, 
and do with as they please because of the patriarchal power they inherited. Similar perceptions 
are shared by Connell (1995), Ratele (2013) and Langa (2020), who argued for the need to 
prioritise challenging masculinities as they lie at the core of GBV against women in many 
societies, whether they are patriarchal or not. Doing this will be a starting point towards giving 
women and men equal opportunities in society and allowing these women to be empowered 
through definitions that identify them as social beings instead of biological ones (Gqola, 2020). 
These ideas resonate with those around African feminisms, which suggest that to bring 
understanding to issues of GBV and challenge the historical patriarchal norms that are 
prevalent in African societies, we have to unpack masculinities and challenge them while 
empowering women through coming up with interventions that lean towards adapting cultures 
and traditions without altering their core foundations and changing them. 
Challenging historical patriarchal norms requires considering changes in how employment 
opportunities favoured men and continue to favour men. For instance, Lungile and Bianca 
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mentioned that many executive positions in their departments are still predominantly occupied 
by men, and Lungile especially said that, in two years in her department, she has only been 
tutored by males as they make up most of the tutoring team delegated to her level of study. 
This account of the visible discriminations emerging from the narratives is supported by 
Momsen (2003) and Ritzer and Stepnisky (2014) who argued that African masculinities that 
are oppressive and control women are so deeply embedded in our societies that they affect and 
are reflected in every aspect of the societies. These arguments are validated by the observable 
and visible structuring of past and present workspaces, where women occupy positions of “the 
help” when men are in executive positions which give them power to decide hiring, firing and 
other working arrangements in their workspaces (Erye, 2010; Tshoaedi, 2017 and Fengu, 
2018). In light of these arguments, data from the webinar presentations suggests that scholars 
and people in positions that can affect social change on an institutional level have a lot of work 
ahead of them with regards to dismantling the violent masculinities perpetuated by patriarchal 
norms and their internalisation (Gqola, 2020; Langa, 2020). Based on the arguments presented, 
one can declare that since masculinities and cultures are social constructs, meanings and 
practices attached to them can be adapted and ultimately changed in order to help solve toxic 
social dynamics and behaviours that perpetuate social ills such as GBV. As a result, since 
oppressive African masculinities have been said to be deeply embedded in all spheres of 
society, African feminisms are relevant and important in breaking down the problematic 
cultural and traditional African norms without looking down on them. Instead, African 
feminisms will help with coming up with ways of unlearning toxic forms of masculinities and 
practicing them, while coming up with contextually relevant interventions towards adapting 
cultures and traditions without altering their core foundations and changing them. 
5.4.1.2. Institutional Cultures in African Universities 
Particular attention was also placed on institutional cultures (in universities) that normalise, 
enable, and perpetuate sexual harassment and GBV. According to Dicks (2020), there is a need 
to return the university environment to its normal state where students' learning needs, and 
safety are prioritised or should be prioritised. This is because, according to Erye (2010) and 
Dicks (2020), universities exist to help students to successfully complete a full academic, 
professional, and personal development in their studies. In support of these assertions, Retief 
(2019) and Erye (2010) argue that there is a need to make sure that learning environments are 
free from sexual harassment and sexual violence as the primary and only vital purpose 
universities play is in facilitating full academic, professional, and personal development of its 
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students. A similar perspective was highlighted by Bianca, who mentioned that she thought she 
was imagining her lecturer flirting with her but after multiple encounters she figured out that 
he wanted to be intimately involved with her. Work done by scholars such as Kiguwa et al. 
(2016), Du Preez et al. (2017) and Gqomo (2019) shows that sexual harassment is prevalent 
and rife on university campuses, and students who live on campus are most vulnerable to it. 
There is therefore a need for sexual harassment policies that will help guide university 
managers when incidents of this nature are reported.  
5.4.2. Consequences of Sexual Harassment and Coping with the Experience  
Survivors of sexual harassment are said to experience psychological consequences and are 
faced with figuring out coping strategies because of it. In some cases, dealing with incidents 
includes seeking professional help, but some women students decide to be silent. Both Lungile 
and Bianca went through some internal conflict before deciding to come out with their stories 
and to report them. The work of Steenkamp (2010) and McLaughlin et al. (2012) shows that 
women students are likely to experience short to long-term coping strategies, and amongst 
other symptoms these may include withdrawal from daily activities, avoiding places and people 
that could trigger the memory, and avoiding their perpetrators in cases where they are known 
to survivors. For instance, Lungile said that: 
So then, I think it went quiet for like a month [pause]. And I remember I didn’t write 
any tests that I had after that week, coz the tests that I wrote Monday after that incident, 
I failed it. And I had studied prior, right. And then the Friday when I went to report I 
couldn’t like write anything or do anything. (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
Lungile’s trauma took a toll on her for a month before she reported her sexual harassment. It 
also affected her ability to concentrate and pass the tests she had written even after she studied 
for them. In addition, she missed some of the tests she had to write right after the incident. This 
is in line with what Ackard and Neumark-Sztainer (2002) and Jewkes, Sen, & Garcia-Moreno 
(2002) write, that survivors of any form of sexual harassment may go through immediate and 
long-term psychological consequences such as shock, fear, anxiety, withdrawal and guilt. 
Although Lungile was emotionally and mentally affected by the incident, to restate, she 
exercised her agency through reporting the sexual harassment to the university’s protection 
services. Scholars such as Rabinowitz (1996) and Vohlídalová (2011, 2015) might assert that 
her agency shows her individual strength as she managed to distance herself from being 
identified as a victim, which in many cases has negative interpretations attached to the label. 
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Similar psychological consequences affected Bianca as she was sexually harassed over a long 
period of time. One of the consequences was that she was forced to come up with strategies to 
avoid interacting with her lecturer. She said:  
So, what I would do from then onwards was that I moved away from him, like when he 
would actually walk into a room, I would walk out, literally like, sometimes I would - if 
I had a question I would go to a different lecturer and I wouldn’t ask him. (Bianca, 1 
April 2020) 
She mentions having to be on alert and be careful not to see or be seen by her lecturer, walking 
away to avoid him, and hiding on some occasions when she was in the department. Bianca also 
resorted to asking other lecturers’ content-based questions to avoid feeling uncomfortable in 
his presence. From this, her reaction and approach to coping with the sexual harassment shows 
how silence and the hidden nature of sexual crimes are deeply internalised and practiced in that 
survivors end up not seeking professional help to deal with the trauma. Her response of 
avoidance is relatively common after sexual harassment as it forms part of long-term coping 
mechanisms (Rabinowitz, 1996; Fitzgerald et al., 1995 and Vohlídalová, 2015). She said: 
Yeah, or I would - sometimes if I was in a general space I would - boardroom or 
reception area, I would hide behind the door. And the other boy who was working at 
the window, the reception, I would tell him like please hide me or please stay so that 
I’m comfortable. (Bianca, 1 April 2020) 
Bianca’s avoidance of the harassment resulted in her feeling intimidated to a point of asking 
the gentleman who worked at the reception in her department to hide her or stay in the reception 
area so that she could feel safe when her lecturer was around. Considering this and her actions 
throughout, one can assert that the hidden nature of sexual harassment clouded her decision 
making in that she considered multiple solutions to dealing with it instead of reporting her 
perpetrator and making the incident known. Research by Du Preez et al. (2017) indicated that 
women students are subject to constant fear and anxiety and these feelings push them to change 
some aspects of their everyday lives in order to cope. Thus, Bianca’s avoidance of the incidents 
is not surprising. Although she spoke to the gentleman at the reception about the lecturer, 
neither reported him to anyone senior in the department. This kind of avoidance, according to 
Vohlídalová (2015), is considered a risk-free way to deal with sexual harassment by many 
students to not jeopardise, complicate and disrupt their own studies. Thus, the lecturer’s 
seniority to them, and the influence he might have in the department, forced them to actively 
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avoid what he was doing to Bianca and how he made her feel. The result of their avoidance 
and silence further demonstrates the hidden nature of sexual harassment and how people choose 
to work around it than attack issues related to it head on. 
Both Bianca and Lungile were traumatised by the sexual harassment they encountered. They 
also went through a period of fear and constant anxiety of the unknown while on campus. 
According to Steenkamp (2010), women students experience long-term trauma from their 
experiences when they are on campus and this affects their ability to concentrate and fully 
enjoy the learning experience. Lungile, who experienced such long-term effects, acknowledged 
how being raped and knowing that she was violated at that tender age of five still haunts her. 
She mentioned how this incident re-traumatised her: 
So, imagine working hard all this time to sort of build yourself up and then someone just 
comes, and you know, breaks you all over again. (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
Experiencing the sexual harassment brought back memories of a past rape experience, and this 
made her feel vulnerable all over again. Lungile therefore spent most of her life rebuilding 
herself only to find herself starting from the beginning, as she continues to go for counselling 
with Yolan (a PsyCaD psychiatrist) to be able to deal with and manage living with being raped 
as a child and sexually harassed on campus. This is a coping strategy that many women students 
use, motivated by an effort to seek support from faculty managers and other lecturers and go 
for counselling in order to cope using their own resources and to cope psychologically with 
unpleasant situations, and this can be a path to being exposed to more coping strategies 
(Vohlidalova, 2015).  
Research by Fitzgerald et al. (1995), Steenkamp (2010) and Vohlidalova (2015) suggests that, 
among other coping strategies, support from friends and family is more common and effective 
for survivors of sexual harassment when they deal with their trauma. This is because women 
students tend to be in constant communication with these groups of people, and thus when 
issues arose, they would know first. Friends and family also play the role of advisors and 
confidants in the survivors’ lives, as women students who experienced sexual harassment were 
frequently traumatised enough after the incidents to not be able to make decisions that 
benefitted them in the long-term. These friends and family also act as sounding boards for 
women students who have been victimised, and often they are reminders of the core personal 
values and belief systems that women students live by, thereby influencing the decisions that 
women students make when faced with dealing with sexual harassment (Vohlidalova, 2015). 
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Similar to reports in the literature, talking to friends helped Lungile and Bianca. Both survivors 
mentioned going to their friends first after the incidents occurred. They mentioned doubting 
themselves regarding what they experienced and how they felt and needed to hear what the 
people they trusted would say about what they had experienced. Du Preez et al. (2017) assert 
that the doubt that many women students experience is because of the hidden nature of sexual 
harassment and how it can take many forms. In addition, often this response is considered a 
safer strategy than an official complaint that bears greater risks (Vohlodalova, 2015; Du Preez 
et al., 2017). Although this is the most common response to stay on the safe side, Lungile 
decided to take the risk. Lungile provided reasons for reporting her sexual harassment. 
So, I guess with the whole reporting thing [sighs], I just…I just told myself that I would 
hate for another girl to feel the way I did coz I felt like that five 5-year-old girl all over 
again. (Lungile, 17 February 2020) 
Her choice to report being sexually harassed was motivated by her not wanting anyone to be 
treated the way she was by her harassers and to feel the way that she felt. In many ways, she 
thought that her silence would help the perpetrators get away with the crime, allowing them to 
continue to harass other women students on campus. Vohlodalova (2015) expressed a similar 
view, describing how women students feel critical of silence that surrounds sexual harassment 
and feel that it leads to an escalation of the problem. Thus, through exercising her agency, 
Lungile has the potential to help reduce the incidents of sexual harassment of women students, 
particularly by the people who harassed her and the ones that work with them by undergoing 
disciplinary action.   
5.5. Conclusion 
In conclusion, I have discussed the participants’ inclusive definitions of sexual harassment, and 
the various behaviours and actions that contribute towards the victimisation of women students 
in university campuses. I also explored the unequal power dynamics that exist in patriarchal 
societies such as South Africa and how these perpetuate victimisation of survivors of sexual 
harassment and sexual violence, and also allow perpetrators to continue to exert violent power 
and domination over anyone who is not heterosexual and male. A detailed exploration of the 
existing patriarchal norms in South Africa was done in order to unpack occurrences of violent 
crimes against women and “other” genders due to toxic hegemonic masculinities that 
compulsively aim to maintain control over women and oppress them. This creates social ills 
that societal institutions perpetuate and enable by replicating patriarchal norms. The chapter 
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highlighted how culture and tradition perpetuate sexual harassment and sexual violence 
towards women by dictating how and about what they should speak up or be silent, especially 
when it comes to crimes of a sexual nature. Other institutions that enable and perpetuate sexual 
harassment were explored in-depth, together with the interplay of power dynamics between 
these institutions. These were used to highlight the toxicity of societal norms in influencing 
women students’ experiences of the university space. Furthermore, the chapter revealed how 
sexual harassment and violence mentally and psychologically affected Lungile and Bianca and 
explored the different coping mechanisms and strategies that they adopted to deal with their 
sexual harassment. The experiences that Lungile and Bianca went through were similar in that 
they experienced sexual harassment on campus and physically stood out to their perpetrators 
but differed in dealing with the incident in terms of reporting it and coping strategies thereafter. 
Various perceptions from women students, activists and scholars were explored, and these 
people concurred that, for GBV to be tackled, dominant masculinities need to be challenged in 
order to allow equal opportunities for everyone regardless of their gender and sexuality. This 
will in turn shift the perceptions of society and social problems such as GBV, femicide and 




Chapter 6. Discussion and Conclusion 
6.1. Introduction  
This dissertation offered an account of the hidden narratives and lived experiences of women 
students at UJ APK campus, and how they discursively narrate their incidents of sexual 
harassment. The study explored how the participants made meaning of the incidents of sexual 
harassment that happened to them, how their upbringing and other factors that shape their lives 
affected who they are currently and how they dealt with their incidents of sexual harassment. 
This chapter first provides a recap of the aims of the study and chapter summaries.  These 
summaries lay the groundwork for a discussion of the main findings of this study that unpack 
the hidden nature of sexual harassment on university campuses as affected by norms and 
practices in general society. Thereafter, the chapter summarises the overall empirical 
arguments, discusses the study limitations and recommendations, and lastly provides 
conclusions on the study.  
6.2. A Recap of the Aims and the Chapters 
This study explores and analyses the lived experiences of women students who have been 
sexually harassed on campus at UJ. The study answers the following research question: What 
are the lived experiences of women students who have been sexually harassed at the 
University of Johannesburg? 
To unpack this question, the following study objectives were pursued: 
● To explore how female students at UJ conceptualise sexual harassment. 
● To investigate how female students at UJ have experienced sexual harassment. 
● To critically analyse power dynamics and gender inequalities that exist at UJ as 
experienced by women students. 
● To understand what influences the hidden nature of sexual harassment in a university 
space within a patriarchal society. 
In answering the research question and study objectives, this study aimed to explore and reveal 
hidden narratives of sexual harassment of UJ women students. In Chapter 1, I discussed the 
scourge of sexual harassment in the world and highlighted how GBV is a social problem that 
affects women on a global scale. The chapter also unpacked the problem of GBV in society 
and how male privilege, compounded by patriarchal norms and practices, is replicated in 
universities, enabling sexual harassment of women students on campuses. I also discussed the 
research questions and the aims, which guided how I unpacked the problem of sexual 
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harassment at UJ through exploring the narratives of women students. I also outlined the 
theories that were used to better understand the occurrence of incidents of sexual harassment 
on university campuses which are affected by many factors that shape experiences.  
Chapter 2 introduced the topic, and a conceptual definition was provided for the purpose of 
this study. The chapter also discussed the prevalence of sexual harassment globally and brought 
in scholars’ perceptions of the South African context that problematized sexual harassment as 
being linked to the reconfiguration of patriarchy, patriarchal power and norms, and toxic forms 
of masculinities. I traced sexual harassment and GBV in African societies back to colonization, 
apartheid and violence, stemming from interpersonal tension, and traced how toxic forms of 
masculinity were birthed as a result of the compulsion to become men. I also explored how 
these attempts to perform gender give birth to GBV and what the causes and effects are when 
this problem is replicated in university spaces, as well as how CSOs, NGOs, activists and 
scholars have taken action in the form of protests and approaching the government, ministers 
and private companies to intervene on the issue. I explored literature from other countries to 
make linkages about the nature of patriarchal norms and how they disadvantage and oppress 
women on a global scale.  
Chapter 3 unpacked sexual harassment and GBV using theories of power, intersectionality, and 
African feminisms. These theoretical tools also helped in making connections amongst many 
factors that may otherwise be unrelated; for instance, the intersectionalities that were 
highlighted brought up issues of colonization, patriarchy, and the oppression of women in all 
spheres of society. These issues are deeply embedded in the construction of African cultures 
and so it was important to use African feminisms in order to unpack and understand our cultures 
and traditions – without belittling them – and how they have shaped our societies. 
Understanding our societies and all the political projects that have led to GBV being so rife 
was important in that it helped to bring out and understand all the intersectionalities that play 
a role in worsening sexual harassment in universities, based on the different experiences of 
women students in their narratives. 
Chapter 4 discussed the qualitative methods of gathering data and how the data was analysed. 
I described the difficulties of accessing participants and how I adapted the study to new 
conditions when the country went into lockdown because of the Covid-19 pandemic. Data was 
analysed using thematic content analysis, where data was grouped according to similar themes 
for me to be able to draw similarities and differences between the narratives of the women 
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students who were interviewed. It also touched on my positionality as a woman student and 
accounted for reflexivity throughout the study process. I accounted for my insider identity and 
how, in many instances, it could have affected my objectivity in the study, and how I avoided 
allowing this to jeopardise the outcome and reported results. In the process I also discussed the 
advantages of being an insider in that it allowed me to negotiate access to the participants, and 
also enabled access to certain workshops and events in and around campus. I reflected too on 
the ethical considerations that were adhered to in the study, and the need to be conscious of the 
ways I asked questions to avoid doing harm to the participants and violating other guidelines. 
I also had to avoid re-traumatizing the women students who were interviewed because of the 
sensitive nature of the topic and the long-term effects it might have on them.  
Chapter 5 discussed and analysed the findings of the study using power, intersectionality, and 
African feminism as theoretical tools of analysis. The main themes that were discovered and 
highlighted were explained and analysed using direct quotations from the women students’ 
responses and these were supported by webinars and literature. The narratives of the women 
students resonated a lot with what the activists and scholars pointed out about the inherently 
patriarchal norms and practices that perpetuate GBV in societies and which manifest as sexual 
harassment in universities. In addition, recommendations from scholars and academics were 
considered as possible interventions for attacking the scourge of GBV in our country. 
Furthermore, policy interventions were proposed for universities to be able to curb and possibly 
do away with sexual harassment and other forms of violence that women students are subjected 
to on campuses. The chapter also engaged with the main findings, discussed further in the next 
section. 
6.3. Discussion of Main Study Findings 
From the analysis and findings, the data revealed that patriarchal norms that exist in South 
Africa, as in any other patriarchal country, perpetuate GBV, which ripples into institutions in 
society, including universities. Patriarchal norms also define women as biological beings who 
are weaker than males and inferior to them, and this is visible in cultural definitions and 
practices that recognise men as the leaders of families who should make all the decisions. This 
is compounded by the fact that men are predominantly breadwinners in many homes, which 
means that they have power and control over resources, and thus women must be subservient 
and compliant even when they are abused. These ideas are supported by Gouws (2018), who 
spoke about cultures of respectability that women students learn from reinforcement and 
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observation in their families, and this comes with an internalisation of patriarchal norms that 
privilege men while oppressing women. The reinforcement of these patriarchal norms was 
visible in the analysis, in how the women students dealt with their incidents of sexual 
harassment with regard to weighing their options and consulting with their friends before they 
took any action. The women students doubting themselves was a clear indication of the 
internalisation of patriarchal norms, as they mentioned fearing that they would not be believed 
upon reporting to officials and that their perpetrators might retaliate should incidents be 
reported. This has to do with the convergence of power dynamics and relations which, 
according to Foucault (1978), existed and still exist to regulate and punish women to maintain 
patriarchal power. The power that the perpetrators assumed can therefore be said to have been 
about control and punishment of the women’s “inferior” bodies and sexualities, and since these 
norms favoured and continue to favour heterosexual men, I can argue that the punishment of 
the body continues to fall on women and men who are feminised because of their non-
conforming forms of masculinities. To restate the argument, I assert that the power that men 
possess because of their gender gives them access to the lives of the bodies that they feel 
entitled to possess, control and to violate. Further, silences at home and in societies at large 
perpetuate and enable GBV, which is then transferred to and manifests in institutions of 
learning, including schools and universities, and this explains the challenges institutions of 
learning continue to have with regards to GBV. Thoughts that brought on doubt for the women 
students related to their knowledge about officials tending to ask for proof and doubting 
survivors, as was true for Lungile, who was dismissed when she went to report her case of 
sexual harassment at the police station. 
The findings of the study also revealed that the doubt that women students are subjected to 
starts from their homes and communities, as Lungile called attention to the stigmatisation of 
women who are violated in such ways, where blame is put on the survivor and not the 
perpetrator. Such accusations and doubts are what contribute to silence on sexual harassment 
and GBV, as they qualify as secondary victimisation which in many cases has been said to be 
more unpleasant than the incidents themselves (Vohlidalova, 2015). These actions contribute 
to other forms of secondary victimisation, as the findings showed that these are normative ways 
of dealing with violence of a sexual nature, where, if an incident is made public, then the 
survivor is doubted and questioned without entertaining the possibility that the perpetrator 
actually committed the crime. 
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In addition, the sexual harassment that women students are subjected to is akin to the 
harassment that gay men and lesbian women experience daily. Evidence from Langa (2020), 
supported by literature from Batisai (2015) and Wolfendale (2016), suggests that, in African 
societies in particular, there are inherent norms that legitimise and discriminate against certain 
bodies and not others, and this has to do with policing subordinate, illegitimate and non-
conforming bodies. This was evident in how Lungile explained that she was victimised because 
of the clothes she was wearing on the day, which in patriarchal societies warrants violation 
since they called for attention from the men. Such actions are not surprising, as, akin to 
Lungile’s incident, there were cases of sexual harassment reported by young women at Noord 
Street MTN Taxi Rank in Johannesburg CBD, where many of the taxi drivers and vendors 
mentioned that all the young ladies attacked attracted attention through their skin-tight and 
short clothing (Staff Reporter, 2012). This implies that women are constantly blamed and put 
under surveillance for the type of clothes that they choose. Thus, clothes become tools that 
enable people in societies to make judgements about violent sexual crimes and declare them 
the fault of the survivor and not that of the perpetrator. Bakare-Yusuf (2011) also reported on 
the criminalisation of clothing that exposed flesh as they were considered displays of nudity. 
The author argued that previous and current debates and punishments that were introduced and 
imposed in Nigeria by law were less about the personal choices of women and more about how 
these women’s bodies have become the site for insecurities and anxieties that men need 
resolution from and restitution for. Although such laws may seem to be intended to punish 
sexual crimes against women, these women are, however, simultaneously protected and 
criminalised, as they are portrayed as the cause of the violent crimes they experience through 
their choices of clothing. Blaming the women justifies their violation because of toxic 
masculinities that give birth to entitlement to women's bodies and to access these bodies 
through violence and without consent.  
Actions mentioned above resonate with the kind of power that Foucault argued against, which 
seeks to govern people through having power over them; instead, his ideas lean towards having 
people gain power through knowledge so that they can make their own decisions and govern 
themselves. This is a form of empowerment, and it resonates with ideas of African feminisms 
which advocate for people, especially women, taking their power back through overcoming 
and challenging patriarchal norms that birthed violent toxic masculinities, their internalisation 
and their replication in societies, as they make women susceptible to sexual harassment and 
GBV. The empowerment of women that African feminisms strive to accomplish was portrayed 
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by Lungile, who, in her narrative, explained that she did not want to contribute to incidents 
continuing to happen to other women students on campus because of her silence.  
Supporting the arguments above, a study conducted at the University of Stellenbosch also 
reported that there was a higher prevalence of blatant sexual harassment against individuals 
who identified as members of the LGBTQAI+ than there was amongst those who identified as 
heterosexual (Steenkamp, 2010). Similar to these study findings, in a webinar titled Violence 
against Black Women’s Bodies in Post-Apartheid South Africa, Gqola (2020) and Langa (2020) 
stated that gender violence is mostly imposed on feminised bodies, and this includes members 
of the LGBTQAI+ community in that they fail to perform gender. Failure to do gender means 
being unable to properly perform the norms that everyone learns in the interactional scheme of 
things and engaging in activities that are associated with those categories of interaction with 
others (Schippers, 2007). Thus, being competently female or male – that is, performing gender 
– ultimately involves learning, sustaining, reproducing and legitimizing arrangements made of 
certain sex categories (Schippers, 2007). Batisai (2015) supports this in a study on the 
narratives of sexual minorities in Africa, stating that in many African countries and societies 
gay men and lesbian women’s sexualities have been made out to be illegitimate and invalidated 
through saying that homosexuality is an embarrassing pan-African problem that is adding to 
social issues that could set African societies back after everything we have overcome. This is 
what forms and contributes to toxic forms of masculinity that invalidate genders that do not 
patriarchally conform to what gender standards should be. The prejudice against sexual 
minorities, therefore, further contributes to the homophobia and violence that is already 
prevalent and inherent in our society due to patriarchal norms that recognise and approve of 
the heteronormative masculine gender as the correct or legitimate gender performance.  
The data also revealed that access to the survivors of sexual harassment can be, and in many 
cases is negotiated in various ways, but the common factor is that perpetrators always have a 
target, and this is determined by intersections of the positionality of women in societies, violent 
toxic masculinities, patriarchal norms and privileges, and the internalisation of these norms 
which manifest as sexual harassment in universities. These intersections determine the 
experiences of women and shape them in such a way that different meanings are attached to 
similar incidents. This was why it was important to explore the lived experiences of women 
students who have been sexually harassed on campus and how they discursively narrated their 
stories. Due to these intersecting vulnerabilities experienced, a concern for women students 
was expressed by a group of academics who wrote an open letter to the Minister of Education 
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to seek immediate policy interventions as many women students in universities and TVET 
(technical and vocational) colleges are subjected to sexual and gender violence in exchange for 
marks and jobs (Dell, 2019; Retief, 2019). This resulted in the appointing of a ministerial team 
that advises the Department of Higher Education (DOHE) on issues that involve sexual and 
gender-based violence on university campuses (Dell, 2019 and Retief, 2019). This team of 
academics have also made suggestions about a policy framework that allows the monitoring of 
sexual offences and having perpetrators registered on a database of sex offenders which 
university HR personnel can use when hiring people (Dell, 2019; Ebrahim, 2019). However, 
due to the ignorance, bias and misinformation that some university managers, HR and other 
people in office may have, activists and academics have been adamant about the need to 
establish well-equipped gender offices across all university campuses in the country (Gqola, 
2020; Ceruti, 2019; Retief, 2019). These activists and academics therefore proposed a 
mandatory training for people who will work in those offices on issues of sexual and GBV 
(Ceruti, 2019; Retief, 2019; Gqola and Langa, 2020). This was said to be one of the ways in 
which issues of secondary victimisation and underreporting of incidents of sexual harassment 
could be eliminated in universities. In addition, mandatory training for university managers 
and other personnel will ensure that proper procedures are followed for the investigation and 
appropriate interventions made helping the survivors. 
Based on the arguments presented, and moving forward, one can declare that since 
masculinities and cultures are social constructs, meanings and practices attached to them can 
be adapted and ultimately changed in order to help solve toxic social dynamics and behaviours 
that perpetuate social ills such as sexual harassment and GBV. As a result, since oppressive 
African masculinities have been said to be deeply embedded in all spheres of society, African 
feminisms are relevant and important in breaking down the problematic cultural and traditional 
African norms without looking down on them. In addition, because many people have 
internalised and live their lives according to historical patriarchal norms, there must be 
interventions that teach people about toxic masculinities while challenging them because of the 
inherent adoption of protectionist discourses. Gqola (2020) argued that speaking the language 
of protectionism enshrines GBV and allows people to question and doubt survivors of sexual 
and GBV as this type of language is implicated in the construction of women and others 
rendered female and speaking in it assumes forms of secondary victimisation for survivors. In 
addition, activists and scholars such as Langa, Gqola, Dondo and Dicks (2020) spoke about a 
need to have well equipped structures with well-trained university managers who can deal with 
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issues of sexual and GBV and who will not shy away from being transparent about reported 
cases in their institutions to protect their reputations. Activists argued that gender offices that 
universities must have need to be independent and autonomous of management, the SRC, HR, 
student affairs offices and legal offices (Dicks, 2020; Gqola, 2020). This means that these 
offices and their management will not be subjected to external influence which may 
compromise the justice that the survivor of the sexual crime deserves. Furthermore, 
interventions towards sexual and gender-based violence must be complainant or survivor 
focused, feminist, human-rights centred and not legalistic, and must prioritise processes that 
deal with the situation. Adopting these approaches will invite resistance from the university 
managers and having independent and autonomous managers will be like a panopticon, which 
in Foucault’s arguments will give managers power. A panopticon in this context applies as a 
structure that overarches the university, where university managers from the autonomous 
offices will be watching perpetrators. The access to seeing into departments and divisions in 
the university gives managers power in that they have the possibility of full surveillance, which, 
according to Ritzer and Stepnisky (2014), enhances power because the perpetrators then control 
themselves or even stop doing certain things out of fear of being seen. These assertions are like 
those in the literature by Paludi et.al (2006), Erye (2010), Du Preez et al (2017) and Ceruti 
(2019), who state that universities need well-resourced structures so that students can have 
faith, trust, and confidence that their complaints will be attended to in an efficient and effective 
manner.  
It can therefore be concluded that if these measures are put in place, there will be reduction or 
elimination of underreporting, fear, and the hesitance that students usually have when they have 
experienced crimes of a sexual nature. Suggestions mentioned above from activists and 
scholars were related to the fact that many students in universities are aware of institutional 
cultures that enable and perpetuate sexual harassment, and as a result some have lost faith in 
the structures put in place to help them when reporting.  
The next section discusses the concluding analytical discussions of the dissertation. 
6.4. Concluding Analytical Discussion  
The study sought to explore the hidden narratives of sexual harassment at UJ as influenced by 
patriarchal norms that dictate from a cultural point of view that men are superior to women and 
thus should be privileged on the basis of their gender. This means that women have been 
intentionally oppressed and classified as the subordinate gender because biological terms are 
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used to define them. In addition, women are subjected to sexual harassment and GBV because 
men feel entitled to their bodies based on patriarchal definitions that dictate that the women 
need to be controlled and cannot exist without being dominated.  
Major findings from the data analysis reveal that women in societies such as South Africa 
experience sexual harassment in various ways, and although some forms of this harassment 
may be less physically harmful than others, they are all dangerous and damaging to people 
being targeted and experiencing these unwanted actions. Women students are affected by 
sexual harassment on university campuses, and norms that govern interaction are like those 
that are visible in society. This argument was highlighted through the recognition of the gender 
inequalities that manifest and exist as unequal power relations and dynamics in patriarchal 
societies and how these are replicated in the higher education space, where violent sexual 
crimes, including sexual harassment, remain hidden. The study also reveals that the hidden 
nature of these incidents is perpetuated by hegemonic masculinities which are made up of 
social positions, practices, and the effects of the collective embodiment of those practices. 
These practices result in the performance of toxic masculinities as the ideal gender performance 
results in violent interactions in societies as, in patriarchal definitions, heterosexual males are 
the dominant ones and the gay man, women and other genders are considered the other. With 
this said, it is important to note that for women to be considered equal to men and to enjoy the 
same economic, legal and social benefits, society must refrain from using and relying on 
patriarchal definitions of what it means to be a man or woman, and who becomes or is made 
out into a man or woman. The arguments made above require highlighting the importance of 
challenging masculinities and doing this requires that there be a change in problematic social 
definitions and arrangements that perpetuate sexual harassment and GBV against women and 
other genders.  
Although there is feminist activism in South Africa where activists, scholars and women 
students who occupy spaces of influence constantly try to be visible and be heard with regard 
to the issues face by women, there are obvious challenges around policy implementation, and 
this was evident in the continued emphasis by scholars on autonomous and independent 
structures that deal with issues of women on university campuses. The existence of these 
structures, as revealed in Chapter 5, shows that perpetrators usually have access to women 
students who they harass sexually, and although the incidents happen in different ways, these 
perpetrators make conscious decisions to act in inappropriate ways towards their victims 
because of the power that they assume over women. There are also several issues that cause 
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women students to choose to remain silent as a more peaceful and less threatening way of 
dealing with their perpetrators. In understanding these, an intersectional lens revealed that 
cultural, social, and religious influences contributed to their decisions, and in patriarchal 
societies such as South Africa, for instance, women who experience sexual harassment or GBV 
may be revictimized in their immediate circles or in formal institutions which they are supposed 
to feel comfortable about going to for help. These are some of the intersectionalities that 
contribute to the hidden nature of sexual harassment, as women fear being stigmatised and 
blamed for crimes that happened to them. The silence that many women students resort to also 
shows how deeply embedded patriarchy, toxic masculinities and patriarchal power are in our 
societies. Thus, it was important to use African feminism as a theoretical tool. The analysis 
also revealed that many women in patriarchal societies are subjected to sexual harassment and 
violence because the cultural and traditional norms insist that boys are more valuable than girls. 
These notions tend to pollute boys so that they assume superiority over girls, and in cases where 
toxic masculinities dominate, the boys grow into men who view any other masculinity or 
gender category as illegitimate, and this warrants violence imposed on them. From this, 
interpersonal relations that are taught in families and are enabled by different institutions result 
in the abuse of power by men in their spaces of influence, where survivors of sexual harassment 
and GBV feel under threat of being subjected to retaliation by their perpetrators. Thus, the 
outcome becomes women remaining silent about their experiences as there is always a chance 
for secondary victimisation of survivors.  
Additionally, it is important to unlearn patriarchal norms and toxic masculinities through 
adapting our culture to one where we notice the intersectionalities that play a role in 
perpetuating GBV, and this can be done though recognising the continuum of GBV; that is, 
people must stop looking at rape and sexual harassment as different incidents but regard them 
both as sexual crimes that are about regaining patriarchal power using different types of 
structures, institutions and violence to attain it. In recognising these sexual crimes as a 
continuum, feminists will be able to make connections among different intersectionalities while 
accounting for their roles in shaping people’s lives and experiences. These intersectionalities 
ultimately reveal the power dynamics that exist in different societies and what perpetuates 
unequal power relations, and in African societies specifically, understanding intersectionalities 
will reveal the inherent toxic patriarchal and cultural norms that oppress women. For this study 
specifically, it is therefore important for universities to seek out and address what exactly it is 
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about the higher education environment that enables sexual harassment and rape against 
women students.   
6.5. Study Limitations and Recommendations 
The study explored the narratives and lived experiences of women students at UJ who had been 
sexually harassed. The study could have explored the perceptions of women who worked in 
the university as support staff or academic staff, as they were included in a lot of the literature 
that argued for the protection of women against sexual harassment in universities. The study 
also only focused on women students; the study might have been different if male students’ 
narratives or input on sexual harassment in university spaces was explored. Additionally, the 
study only focused on UJ women students, and so it could benefit from including inter-
institutional narratives such as, other universities and TVET colleges as this could yield results 
that give a broader perspective on the hidden nature of sexual harassment in universities.  
Future studies on similar topics could include the views of university managers and those of 
women students who have not experienced sexual harassment to incorporate their constructions 
of sexual harassment in universities and their perspectives on the issue. In addition, studies can 
investigate the effectiveness of the policy interventions that have been introduced to regulate 
student-lecturer relationships in South African universities. Since UJ has a sexual harassment 
policy, and evidence from the data shows that the university does not shy away from taking 
necessary steps in reported cases, future studies can look into how far the university has come 
in dealing with issues of sexual harassment and GBV on university campuses. In addition, 
further studies can explore ways in which universities in South Africa strengthen accountability 
of university managers and create the recommended gender offices guided by autonomous and 
independent policy framework on and across campuses in the country.  Future studies can also 
explore whether or not there are interventions in place to teach about toxic masculinities in 
different communities in the country in order to deal with and reduce the internalisation of 
protectionist discourses. In addition, they can investigate national policy interventions 
introduced by the government to address the scourge of GBV which is enabled and perpetuated 
in institutions that regulate and govern the general society. 
6.6. Conclusion  
In conclusion, this study has dealt with the research topic: Hidden Narratives of Sexual 
Harassment in South Africa’s Academy: Exploring Women Students’ Experiences at the 
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University of Johannesburg. One of the main findings is that women students experience 
sexual harassment in different ways, but they are susceptible to being sexually harassed by 
their male lecturers because of the inherent patriarchal norms that portray women as sexually 
available for them. Additionally, women students’ experiences are affected by different 
intersectionalities which shape and influence their lives in all spheres, and, because patriarchal 
norms are embedded in societal institutions, these further shape the unequal power dynamics 
that are dominant in society. These norms are therefore replicated in universities and reinforce 
patriarchal power dynamics and gender inequalities that exist at UJ as experienced by women 
students. Hence the need for constant interrogation of the intersecting forces behind sexual 
harassment, particularly violent masculinities and patriarchal norms that perpetuate the scourge 
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APPENDIX A: Information Sheet    
        




PROJECT TITLE: Hidden Narratives of Sexual Harassment in South Africa’s 
Academy: Exploring Women Students’ Experiences at the University of Johannesburg  
  
RESEARCHER NAME: KGALADI MAKHAFOLA 
This invitation letter and informed consent form may contain some words that are unfamiliar to you. 
Please ask questions about anything you do not understand or anything you want to learn more about 
 
You may take home an unsigned copy of this consent form to think about or discuss with family or 
friends before making a decision. 
 
Once you understand, and if you agree to take part, you will be asked to sign your name or make your mark on 
this form. You will be offered a copy to keep. 
 
The study that will be undertaken is on sexual harassment policies and hidden narratives in 
Universities and will use the views of students and academic staff from the University of 
Johannesburg. This information sheet serves to invite you to take part as a participant in the study 
done by Kgaladi Makhafola, a Masters student in the Sociology department.   
This study aims to investigate how sexual harassment is being dealt with at the University of 
Johannesburg based on the views of students and academic staff, and also how they come to make 
decisions to report or not report sexual harassment. In addition, what measures have been put in 
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place to protect students and academic staff form sexual harassment and assault, and also to help 
victims of sexual harassment.  
As a participant you will be involved in answering the questions that will be asked by the researcher 
which will contribute towards answering the research question of the study.  
The researcher will make an appointment with you to have the interview which will take 
approximately 30 minutes, the researcher will also take notes during the interview, and have a 
recording tape which will be used during the course of the study. 
In considering the risks that may arise though taking part in the research, the researcher will use 
pseudonyms to ensure anonymity of the participants and will store all recorded material on google 
drive which is protected by a password. In addition, the researcher will not describe or include any 
information which may allow other people to identify the participants. Participation in the research is 
also completely voluntary and so as the participant you will not be offered or receive any incentives 
before, during, and/after the research process. You may also withdraw from the study should you 
desire to, for any reason whatsoever, and will not be subjected to any penalties.  
Should you need to find out more about the study and have any questions during the research process 
you may contact the following people: 
Kgaladi Makhafola:  063 733 6510/ rakgadi85@gmail.com  
Prof Kezia Batisai: 011 559 3438 / keziab@uj.ac.za  













PROJECT TITLE: Hidden Narratives of Sexual Harassment in South Africa’s 
Academy: Exploring Women Students’ Experiences at the University of Johannesburg  
 
 
RESEARCHER NAME: Kgaladi Makhafola 
 
This invitation letter and informed consent form may contain some words that are unfamiliar to you. Please 
ask questions about anything you do not understand or anything you want to learn more about 
 
You may take home an unsigned copy of this consent form to think about or discuss with family or friends 
before making a decision. 
 
Once you understand, and if you agree to take part, you will be asked to sign your name or make your mark 




Hello, my name is Kgaladi Makhafola. I am a student at the University of Johannesburg. I 
would like to invite you to take part in this study. I am conducting this research for my Masters 
in Sociology. I have selected you to participate in this study because you are a student/ member 
of staff and meet the requirements of the sample that I have chosen to use for my study.  
 
YOUR PARTICIPATION IS VOLUNTARY  
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Before you decide whether to be in this study, I would like to explain the purpose, the risks and 
benefits, what is expected of you and what you can expect from me during the course of your 
participation in the study. 
 
It is up to you whether or not you join the study and you may choose to leave this study at any 
time. 
 
AIM OF THE STUDY  
This study aims to investigate how sexual harassment is being dealt with at the University of 
Johannesburg based on the views of students and academic staff, and also how they come to 
make decisions to report or not report sexual harassment. In addition, what measures have been 
put in place to protect students and academic staff form sexual harassment and assault, and also 
to help victims of sexual harassment.  
 
RESEARCH  
I will be conducting in-depth interviews with you, and this will involve me asking questions 
and following up on them so that I fully understand the responses you will give me. During the 
interview I will write down what you say, and with your permission I will also record the 
interview using a voice recorder. We will use a voice recorder to make sure we record your 
words exactly how you said them, and also so that I do not misinterpret them. This will also 
help me to go back to them and accurately analyse your words when it comes to the reporting 
phase. The notes and the recording will not contain your name or other identifying information 
and will be stored on a computer that is password protected. The audio recordings will be 
destroyed after 5 years.  
 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. This means that you are free to decide if you want 
to take part in the research and you can refuse to participate, or stop at any time without giving 
any reason. 
 
There is risk involved in participating in this study and this includes being traumatized or under 
distress especially if you have been a victim of sexual harassment. If any of these happens, I 
would like to strongly recommend and advise that you go to PsyCaD to receive professional 
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help from psychologists and psychiatrists hired by the university. You can find them at C-Ring 
1 and their contact number is 011 559 3324.  
 
Since your participation is voluntary, you will not receive any payment or material reward of 
any kind from me or the University. Although there are no material benefits for you, your 
participation will help in the production of knowledge on sexual harassment and may help with 
future research that will be done on it. 
 
There may be travel costs that you may incur, and I will be more than happy to cover them so 
that we are able to meet for interviews on campus. Alternatively, we can meet on days that are 
more convenient for you, and when you are already on campus so that I do not disrupt your 
schedule. 
 
You are entitled to privacy as a participant and I will ensure this by using a pseudonym and 
also not using any descriptive information that could give away or allow anyone to know that 
it was you that I spoke to. To further ensure your anonymity, you may give me a false name of 
your choice that I can use to refer to you during the course of the interview process. 
 
ETHICAL APPROVAL 
This study proposal has been submitted to the University of Johannesburg Research Ethics 
Committee. 
 
PROBLEMS OR QUESTIONS  
If you have any questions about this study in future, you can contact: 
 
Researcher’s contact details: Kgaladi Makhafola 063 733 6510/ rakgadi85@gmail.com 
  
Supervisor contact details: Prof Kezia Batisai 011 559 3438 / keziab@uj.ac.za or Prof 
Tapiwa Chagonda: 011 559 3827 / tchagonda@uj.ac.za 
 
Ethics Committee contact details: Faculty of Humanities REC Chair, Prof Tapiwa Chagonda: 
011 559 3827 / tchagonda@uj.ac.za 
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APPENDIX C: Informed Consent Form  
 
TITLE OF STUDY: Hidden Narratives of Sexual Harassment in South Africa’s 
Academy: Exploring Women Students’ Experiences at the University of Johannesburg 
 
I ………………… hereby consent to participating in the study conducted by Kgaladi 
Makhafola, a Masters student at the University of Johannesburg on the above mentioned topic. 
I confirm that I have read and understood the objectives of the study, and the researcher has 
also explained it to me, and the value my participation will add to the study. 
 
I understand that my participation is voluntary, no payment will be made to me for participation 
and also that I may withdraw my consent and participation at any time, should I prefer to. 
 
I also understand that the researcher will use a pseudonym to protect my identity as a participant 
and all the records of my participation will be used, stored and treated with utmost caution and 
security. I am aware that the interview will be in the form of a conversation, the researcher has 
prepared some questions to guide the interview, the conversation will be recorded, and some 
notes will be taken by the researcher.  
 
I have had the opportunity to ask all questions related to my concerns. I have also read this 
consent form and had it explained to me, and all of my questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction. My signature below confirms that:  
□ I agree to participate in the study 
 
………………………………     ………………………….. 
Signature of Participant       Date 
………………………………     ………………………….. 
Signature of Researcher      Date  
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Permission to Audio Record  
 
My signature (or thumbprint) below confirms that:  
□ I DO NOT give the research staff permission to audio-record my interview 
















- Introduction (Give the participants an information sheet) 
- Explain briefly that the interview is about finding out their experiences of sexual 
harassment as women students. 
- Explain to the participants about issues around confidentiality in the study; that their 
names will not be used and will not appear anywhere in the results of the study. 
- Explain the structure of the questions (open ended) to the participants. 
- Explain to the participants that the first questions will be biographical and require 
information about their age, faculty of study, year of study and income. 
- Continue with section B of the interview. 
SECTION A: Biographical information 
1. Gender    
2. Age 
3. Faculty of study 
4. Year of study 
5. What work do you do (if you work)? 
6. Other source of income 
SECTION B: Interview questions  
- What is your understanding of sexual harassment? 
- What behaviours/actions would you attribute with sexual harassment?  
- Would you please narrate your experience of sexual harassment? 
- Did you/ did you not tell anyone about the incident at the time it happened? Who and 
why? 
- What do you understand by “patriarchal construction” of spaces? 
- How would you say UJ is patriarchally constructed? 
- What do you think enables the perpetrators of sexual harassment to commit it? 
- Why do you think young women in universities are vulnerable to sexual harassment? 
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- Do you think male students experience sexual harassment just as much as women 
student do? 
- What cultural practices would you say play a role in enabling sexual harassment? 
- What do you think encourages people who are sexually harassed to report the 
incidences?   
- What do you think discourages people who are sexually harassed to report the 
incidences? 
- Do you know about the UJ sexual harassment policy? 
- If yes, what do you know about the it? 
- What interventions and structures do you know of that are put in place to deal with 
sexual harassment at UJ?  






APPENDIX E: Research Ethics Letter 
  
FACULTY OF HUMANITIES  
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE  
                                                                                         19 November 2019  
  
ETHICAL CLEARANCE NUMBER  REC-01-160-2019  
REVIEW OUTCOME  Approved   
APPLICANT(S)  Miss K.P Makhafola 
(201316042)  
TITLE OF RESEARCH PROJECT  Hidden Narratives of Sexual  
Harassment in South Africa’s  
Academy: Exploring Female  
Students’ Experiences at the  
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University of Johannesburg  
  
DEPARTMENT  Sociology  




Dear Miss. K.P Makhafola  
The Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee has gone through your research proposal and 
is satisfied that it is compliant with the approved ethical standards of the Faculty of Humanities at the 
University of Johannesburg.   
The REC would like to extend its best wishes to you in your research project.  
Sincerely,  
  
Prof Tapiwa Chagonda                                                                                                                     
Interim Chair: Faculty of Humanities REC                                                                                                  
Tel: 011 559 3827                                                                                                                                     
E-mail: tchagonda@uj.ac.za  
  
 
 
